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This study was designed to investigate the differences in evaluating
English language compositions between native-Chinese speaking and
native-English Speaking teachers teaching English to Chinese learners of
English as a foreign language. The investigation was carried out along..
three dimensions: a) by comparing the errors marked in 100 compositions
by Chinese and. English markers b) by examining the judgments of the
gravity of errors in sentences selected from the compositions and c) by
exploring whether there are detectable and consistent differences in the
way Chinese and English markers assess EFL compositions, marking with
different scoring methods.
The design of this study involved using eight composition markers to
evaluate 100 compositions written by EFL learners in China. Of the eight
markers, six (including three native-Chinese speaking and three
native-English speaking teachers) graded the compositions holistically by
an impression marking method. They were required to mark independently
on a six-point scale and to give equal emphasis in their assessment to
both. accuracy and fluency. Another native-Chinese teacher and a
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native-English speaker adopted an accuracy count method to assess the
same 100 compositions in terms of accuracy only.
i n° an effort further to explore the differences in response patterns
of Chinese and English teachers to the gravity of various types of errors,
42 sentences were selected from the essays and presented to 40
native-Chinese speaking and 40 native-English speaking evaluators in the
form of a questionnaire. They were first asked to locate errors in the
sentences and then to assess the relative seriousness of the errors
located on a four-point scale.
The major findings of the study show that:
(1) There is an indication that Chinese and English teachers greatly
disagree in their perception of what an error is. Regarding their
disagreement over errors of specific types, Chinese teachers tend to
mark more errors in syntax and mechanics but fewer global errors,
lexical errors and discourse errors in the same essay than English
teachers do.
(2) There is a tendency, when judging the gravity of errors, for Chinese
teachers to show slightly more severity with errors on the whole and
errors on the syntactic level in particular than English teachers do.
There is also a tendency for Chinese teachers to be slightly
6more lenient towards errors in the use of vocabulary and errors
in the selection of discourse markers than -English teachers are.
However, these differences were not statistically significant at any
level. Moreover, Chinese and English teachers tend to treat errors
in mechanics with leniency in a similar degree. Despite the
relatively high consensus between teachers in terms of each of the
two language groups, there seems to be wide disagreement as to how
serious an error can be in terms of individual teachers.
(3) No evidence is found to show consistent differences in the scores
assigned to the same compositions by Chinese and English teachers
using two different marking procedures. Nevertheless, significant
dissimilarities can be detected in their ways of approaching the
evaluation task, such, as the perspective from which.. essays are
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1.1. Background and the Problem
Judging the writing ability of students is a complex problem because
of the subjective nature of composition scoring. It is widely believed to be
less scientific and reliable than such other fours of assessment as giving
students a nu.ltiple choice test. Although objective tests are claimed to be
reliable for writing skills (e.g., discrete-item tests such as TOE 'L and the
multiple-choice test see King 1980 Wiener 1981:21 1 Diederich 1974:
62), there have been strong objections to the adoption of such forms
(White 1984 Oiederich 1974 62). Some people argue that discrete-point
items, as indirect measures for essay writing, are not valid invalid
hi
measures cannot be used however reliable they may be. Thus, essay tests
are the only direct measure, but to make them as reliable as possible
requires that attention be given to a number of possible sources of error in
an essay test (McColly 1970).
Basically, the problem of -error in writing tests arises from three
general sources: students, markers and essay topics (McColly 1970). Of the
three, markers may be the most important one. As teachers tend to differ
2
significantly in their opinions as to what aspects of a composition
constitute good writing, different markers look, for different qualities in
a piece of writing even though they may agree over the aspects that are
important in evaluation, they tend to favor some over others as major
determinants of overall score and consequently often assign a divers ity_of
grades given the same essay (Diederich 1974: 5-10; Sweedler-Brow 1985;
Purves 1984 Harris 1977).
For many years, language testing specialists, researchers as well as
teachers have also attempted to determine what related but external
factors may lead to inconsistency in essay marking. A number of studies
have been conducted to show how variables such as sex, age, teaching
experience, and educational level as well as the acadechic discipline of
markers influence them in their evaluation of the learner's written work.
Recently there has been a growing interest in contrastive studies of native
and non-native evaluation of compositions. Non-native language teachers
differ from their native counterparts not only in their personal
backgrounds, but most distinguishably in their degrees of competence in
the language concerned as well- as in the cultural influences and literary
traditions that underline their thinking. Reader competence 1 and cultural
difference are certainly key key factors influencing marker reliability
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(McColly 1970 and Kaplan 1966). Since most lodgments of EFL students
written work in foreign language settings are not made by native speakers,
but rather by non-native speaking teachers of the target anguage, it would
be both interesting and instructive to compare assessments made by
evaluators with differing language backgrounds and to identify their
differences, if consistent differences do exist between them.
A few attempts have been made so far to detect how native and
anon-native speakers respond to students' written work (e.g., James 1977
Hughes and Lascaratou, 1982 Wong, 1965). Unfortunately, the
investigations were restricted to the comparison of judgments on
language errors rather than total units of discourse or full-length
compositons. In addition, since these studies aimed only at the
establishment of an error hierarchy in terms of gravity, they did not touch
other aspects of writing, nor did they address the fundamental issues
related to the scoring of student compositions as a whole. As writing
combines many skills and tasks, evaluation of composition involves much
more than mere judgments about the gravity of syntactic, lexical and
mechanical errors.
41 .2. Purposes of This Study
The present study was designed to examine the differencss in the way
native-Chinese and native-English teachers valuate-compositio ns written
by learners of English in China on various levels. The first concern of znis
study was to investigate whether Chinese and English teachers differ in
the criteria they use when assessing the accuracy of comnposftions sinca
accuracy plays an important role in writing, using different criteria for
accuracy must directly influence the grade assigned to a compositon in
terms of global quality.
Up till now, evaluation of the accuracy of a composition has been
primarily a matter of counting the number of errors in the composition.
However, if the communicative effect of an error is to be taken into
account, an accurate way of assessing the accuracy of students' written
performance should consist of two steps: a) identifying errors and b)
deciding on the gravity of the errors indentif ied (James 19-77). This is so
simply because errors carry different forces regarding their intereference
with communication (Burt and Kiparsky 1972 Piazza 1980 Yomiyana
1980 Khahil 1985 Ludwig 1982). Hence, a complete comparison of
accuracy assessment between different evaluators must include the study
of their performance in both steps.
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Error counting has been considered to be a reliable measure. for the
assessment of accuracy. Nonetheless, an earlier study conducted by Green
and Hecht (1984) shows that, in practice, it is extremely difficult for
language teachers to agree on the number of errors occuring in essays of
foreign language (FL) students. There can be no doubt that context is a
factor relevant in determining whether a specific element is an error or
not, but even within the same context, some teachers may mark iterns-as
errors that others do not.
Except Green and Hecht (1984), the f ew existing studies on native and
non-native response to learner errors have mainly concentrated on the
second step--judging the gravity of errors. Both James (1977) and Hughes
and Lascaratou (1982) reported that non-native teachers assigned
significantly more points to the errors evaluated, and thus have provided
empirical evidence of the common belief that native-speaking teachers
judge errors more leniently than non-native speaking teachers. This study,
while assuming the above findings also apply to the context of English
versus Chinese assessors, tried to go a step further by predicting a
difference in ratings of errors operating on three levels: syntax, the use of
vocabulary and discourse markers and mechanics.
The second purpose of this study was to see whether consistent
6
differences exist between Chinese and English teachers when different
marking methods are used. Although markers of the sane culture may vary
in their personal experiences, they share many things in common but not
with markers of another native. language, such as the value system,
emphasis of evaluation that result from influences of. culture, native
language, theories of language teaching and learning, etc. Thus the marking
performance of each language group may share the same characteristics
regardless of what marking method may be used.
The two marking procedures adopted in this study were an accuracy
count procedure and a holistic evaluation procedure. By using an accuracy
count method, the markers could focus..on the sentence and word level to
quantify syntactic features of the compositions and by. Using a holistic
procedure, the markers could take the essay as a whole to assess the
global qualities of an essay in terms of both accuracy and fluency on the
basis of their personal impression.
1.3. Design of the Study
To achieve the above purposes, three smaller separately administered
projects were designed within the. entire framework of the investigation.
The first project involved three native-Chinese speaking and three
native-English speaking markers assessing 100 compositions by an
7
impression marking method. They were required to mark on a six-point
scale and asked to try to give equal weight to accuracy, and fluency in their-
assessment. The second project was undertaken to evaluate the accuracy
of the same compositions but the evaluation was restricted only to
identifying errors. Using an accuracy count method, another two markers
were asked to count the errors made in the compositions. In order to study
the responses of Chinese and English teachers to the gravity of different
types of errors, a third project was designed. Forty-two sentences each
containing an error were taken from the compositions and were presented
to 40 native-Chinese speaking and 40 native-English speaking evaluators
in the form of a questionnaire. The evaluators were asked to locate the.
error in each sentence and then to .judge the seriousness of the error on a
four-point scale. They were also asked to give reasons why they
considered certain errors to be more serious than others.
The investigation focused on the performance of the Chinese and
English markers in the following areas:
(1) the comparison of various- types of errors identified in 100
compositions by the native-Chinese speaking accuracy counter and the
native-English speaking accuracy counter
8(2) the comparison of the gravity judgment of errors by the 40
native-Chinese speaking and the 40 Native--English speaking
evaluators
(3) the comparison of the two accuracy counts with the two groups of
holistic assessments
The present study was meant to be exploratory rather than definitive.
The findings obtained and the conclusions drawn in this study were by no
means definitive because of the small sample of subjects used and a
number of limitations to the study. The hope was that a comparison
between the assessments of compositions. by Chinese and English teachers
would lead to a better understanding of the nature of composition marking,
and to making the teaching and -the evaluation of writing in China more
meaningful and more realistic.
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Note
1. Competence here refers to both knowlegeability and the degree of
competence in the language concerned.
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CHAPTER 2
REVIEW OF THE RELATED RESEARCH
As noted in the first chapter, this study aimed at a comparison
betweeen native-Chinese and native--English teachers marking EFL
compositions. Such a comparison derived from a theoretical Construct and
three methodological approaches. The theoretical issues that underlie the
comparison were related to theories on the nature of composition
evaluation and theories on various approaches to evaluating student
writing. Methodologically, measures were constructed to assess the
general merit of both accuracy and fluency and the single aspect of
accuracy of the compositions respectively. While the approach of holistic
scoring was chosen to evaluate the essays globally, methods developed for
quantifying accuracy were adopted in order to compare one essay with
another. To assess the gravity of errors, measures were constructed with
reference to those used mainly in the research studies on judging the
communicative effect of learner errors by different evaluators.
The main purpose of this chapter is to summarize the previous studies
done by linguists, language testing professionals, and researchers as well
11
as language teachers-in three major areas, namely, the existing approaches
to the evaluation of writing ability, the reliability of essay scoring and
native and non-native assessment of FL learner written performance.
2.I Major Approaches to the Evaiuation of Writing Skills
Quite a large number of studies can be found on a variety of approaches
to evaluating writing skills in testing practice and language classrooms.
Some of those approaches used by individual teachers for classroom
routine work (e.g., tape grading, correcting essays in public and private,
peer correction, self correction, conference correction, etc.) are generally
based on the experiences of the authors and their theories of what writing
entailes. In this section, no generalization will be made to examine the
theoretical basis from which individual teachers' evaluation proceeds.
Instead, this survey will focus on seven methodologies that have been
widely used in the classroom, in language research and in large-scale
examinations. These approaches, rather than evolving from commonly held
theories about evaluation, rest upon different sets of assumptions Were
1980). Each has its own uses, with certain limitations.
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2. 1.1 Methods of Quantification of Syntactic Features
One-such method used to quantify linguistic features in writing is the
accuracy count method, which is basically used to assess the aspect of
accuracy of an essay by counting errors or deviations from standard
written English. In carrying out such an evaluation, the first step involves
deciding which conventions should be dealt with and how errors in the use
of these conventions will be recognized (Odell 1981:107). Then problems
often arise since teachers do not agree on what an error is. There may be
amore serious problem of how errors should be classified. For example, in
the sentence He stood there with patient is the Use of patient for
Patiance a morphological error or a syntactic one? So far there has not
been a consistent way to decide these questions teachers or researchers
alike just do error counting according to their own principles and systems.
Although accuracy is important to language students in achieving
overall writing competence, it is only one aspect involved in composition.
Hence, in determining learner writing ability,' the accuracy court
procedure should be used together with other measures, such as those to
assess fluency in writing.
Another type of measure that has been widely used in the research on
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writing is the T-unit` This measure w as first developed by Hunt, who.
took it as a measure for syntactic maturity of school pupils in first
language(L1) composition. Basically, a T-unit is one main clause and any
of its embedded clauses or attached phrases. Hunt (1965) claimed that as
the pupils got older, or matured, the average length o their T--units
increased. Therefore, this measure came to be known as an index of
syntactic maturity.
Larsen-Freeman and Storm were among the first researchers who
adopted the T-unit to measure second language (L2) wri Ling. They
reported that the T-unit was a measure most suitable as a basis for an
index of proficiency of L2 students( 1977:123). Larsen-Freeman (1978) in
another study claimed that such a measure did discriminate students at
various stages of proficiency when measured in terms of free T-units.
Nevertheless, not many teachers and researchers have been
enthusiastic about the adoption of the T-unit because it is not an
appropriate measuring device of overall quality of writing. The potential
dangers of such a method lie in the fact that it encourages students to
elaborate the sentence structure as a way to increase T--unit length
without taking other considerations into account (Kroll 1982:22).
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Moreover, syntax may vary when the writing tasks change. For.example, the
average sentence length in a narrative discourse may differ from that in a
piece of expository text written by the same student. Hence, the mode of
writing should be considered when the T-unnIt is used, to assess learner
syntactic fluency.,
Both the acccuracy count method and the Tunit stern from the
assumption in language acquisition theories of developmental stages (Gene
1980). According to these acquisition theories, a learner has to pass
through systematic stages from zero competence to native-like
proficiency. When the learner has progressed to a certain stage in a
particular area of language, he has begun- to discern a system and to be
more consistent in his patterning in terms either of achievement or of
error-making (Brown 1980:170).
2..2 Discrete-Point Test and the Feature counting Method
Before the adoption of various essay tests, the generally accepted
measuring device for writing ability was Discrete-Paiflt tests (White
1984). These tests were constructed with sets of multiple-choice
questions divided into grammar, sentence structure, vocabulary, reading
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comprehension items, etc. I t has been assumed that tests with such
discrete points of language can validly measure writing skills of L2
learners.
For many years, the discrete-Point test was the dominant form for
the assessment of writing ability in the field of education. Even today it
is stii 11 used for different purposes (e.g., for placement in writing courses
Wiener 1981:21 1) though more often it is used in conjunction with short
writing samples than alone as the only determinant. Such popularity has
been gained' due to a number of reasons. In addition to financial
considerations (since they cost less to administer) and their high
reliability., scores on some carefully designed discrete-point items do
correlate highly with scores on essay tests (e.g., the multiple-choice tests
used in the Hong Kong Certificate of Education Examinations).
However, the Discrete-Point approach has met with strong criticism
(Brown 1980:217 Coffman 1971 and Diederrich 1974:62). People argue
that better writing ability can only be identified in actual writing
performance. Moreover, •some discrete point tests include
multiple-choice components which aim only at measuring syntactic and
lexical knowledge of students (Odell 1981:107-108 and Wiener 1981:21 1).
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Writing involves many skills that require attention of a writer on various
levels, including identifying his role and the intended communicative
purpose for a given audience. Thus writing is only partially linguistic and
can not be accurately assessed by items based purely on linguistic
considerations. Finally, there has been concern about the washback effect
of such d l_, 7 c r e t e point tests. I n many cases, exams are a guideline for
both teachers and students who obtain their ideas about what students are
expected to learn from the test items they encounter in examinations
(Coffman 1971). This effect would distort the way students are taught in
the classroom.
Because of the objection to discrete point tests, essay tests were
adopted in both language classrooms and large-scale examinations. One of
the earlier practised evaluation approaches was the Feature Counting
method. According to this procedure, features that are characteristic of
-writing skills such as content, organization, use of language, accuracy,
etc. would be identified. A marker is required to assess each feature
separately. Scores assigned to the separate features can be totalled and
the resulting figure can be taken as the final grade.
Feature counting in a large-scale test situation is disliked by
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many teachers since the marker has to pinpoint all errors in a paper in
order to assess accuracy. Error counting is tedious and time-comsurr ing.
Moreover, errors generally have a strong appeal to teachers, who tend to be
so occupied with errors that the score assigned to the accuracy of an
essay often prejudices their thinking about the overall worth of the essay
(King 1980:16).
The discrete-Point test and the Feature Counting method were used
side he side when the Modeling approach to composition teaching was in
full swing. They share the same assumption that considers writing as an
act that can be broken down into different levels of analysis (e.g.,
grammatical structure, rhetorical organization and language conventions).
These different levels of competence are again realized through a series
of discrete skills which can be observed, systemized and then mastered
(Myers and Gray 1983). Behavioural psychology has provided the Modeling
approach with a theoretical framework for the teaching of writing.
According to this framework, the learning of writing is basically to make
these discrete skills a matter of automatic habits through a carefully
designed program of step-by-step reinforcement. Glatthon and Fleming
described the method in the following way:
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One effective way to teach a student to write is to present
himmodels of good writing and invite him to emulate them. In
choosing this approach, the authors affirm their belief that
the skills and techniques of the craft of writing can be
observed and, with proper guidance and analysis, mastered.
To be sure, some elements of writing---diction, spelling,
punctuation, sentence patterns--are concrete, while
others--unity, coherence, point of view--are more general and
thus harder to master. Both general and specific problems in
writing, however, can be reduced to small and understandable
units by means of carefully chosen examples and precepts
C 1967: -in Preface).
Since the teaching focuses on the imitation of these discrete skills,
students are measured against the accuracy with which they reproduce the
models. I t is assumed these imitated discrete skills can be assessed
separately either by adequate sampling of these language points or by
units of discourse that comprise these discrete features.
2.1.3 General impression Marking and Analytic Scale Procedures
While the Discrete-Point test and the Feature Counting approach
tend to break up the act of writing into small bits of imitative behaviour
and evaluate the student's ability by analytic tests focusing on a list of
discrete skills, holistic scoring has developed in opposition to the
structural view of writing with an emphasis on viewing writing as a
whole. It rejects the analytic notion that the whole is only the sum of its
19
parts, whatever aspects may be identified within the whole.
White, in a very recent article, traced the development of holistic
evaluation in English testing, suggested the central reasons for its use,
and summarized its strength and limitations. As White noted, holistic
scoring is a major advance in the language testing program, since it has
made the direct testing of writing practical and reasonably reliable. in
addition, it is important for other reasons which return us to the nature of
writing. White noted in this context:
Holisticism in English seems related to several movements in the
field, such as process research in composition and post structural
literary criticism, which reject the reductionism implied by product
analysis and formalism. The three movements in the profession have
developed along the parallel paths during the last fifteen years, each
of them stressing the rediscovery of the functioning human being
behind texts and each of them rejecting ways of thinking about texts
that are now seen as reductionist. Thus holisticism, with its
emphasis on evaluation and response to student writing as a unit
without sub-scores or separate aspects, presents itself in opposition
to multiple-choice testing on the one hand and analytic approaches to
writing on the other (1984:400).
One of the commonly used holistic marking procedures is the General
impression Marking method. It differs from other holistic measures
mainly in that it does not include what is referred to as a rubric, a
specific list of the characteristics of papers identified for each score on
the holistic scale. Instead of scoring a piece of writing against the
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promenance of these features characterized by each score, the markers
compare it with other graded compositions. Cooper also addressed this
point:
General impression marking is the simplest of the procedures
in this overview of types of holistic evaluation. It requires no
detailed discussion of features and no summing of scores given
to separate features. The rater simply scores the paper by
deciding where the paper fits within the range of papers
produced for that assignment or occasion. If the scores are to
be used for ranking or significant testing, raters must use the
full range of scores available in order to approximate a normal
score distribution (1977:11-12)
The underlying assumption of the General Impression
marking method is that the qualities of writing which contribute to the
reader's general impression are not describable through an inventory of
isolated parts. Writing an essay requires skills in a number of
aspects--content and form, style and message--that do not stand on their
own, but interact and function together to make what an essay is and what
a reader thinks it is. If writing is considered from this viewpoint, all
attempts at the break down of the process either of writing or of the
evaluation of writing are arbitrary and unrealistic.
The General Impression Marking method has become a worldwide
essay grading procedure. It is used in school district evaluation studies, in
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research studies and in large scale assessments such as the California
State Writing Assessment (Odell and Cooper 1981), the London General
Certificate of English Examinations (King 1980) and the Hong Kong
Certificate of Education Examinations. This widespread acceptance may be
due to the relative high speed and reliability of the process (Odell and
Cooper 1980). Typically, two or three independent assessments are
averaged. to reduce the inter-marker variations.
Like all evaluation methods, the General Impression Marking
procedure is limited in several ways. As suggested by White (1984), the
most important limitation may be that it can only be used as a means of
rank-ordering and does not represent an absolute value in itself; nor is it
valuable as informative evaluation. The score provided can not tell much
about the strength and the weaknesses of an essay assessed.
The Analytic Scale can provide somewhat more information to
students by identifying areas in which a student is judged to be
particularly strong or weak (Odell and Cooper 1981). The Analytic Scale
contains a series of features identified in a specific assignment (referred
to as a rubric) against which a paper is judged. The reader is asked to
identify distinctive qualities that he looks for in good writing and match
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these qualities with the criteria set in the rubric The Analytic Scale
differs from the Featire Counting procedure in the aspect that "the
reader is never required to stop and count or tally incidents of the feature.
The reader uses the list of features only as a general quide--a set of
reminders, a way of focusing--in reaching a holistic judgment"(Cooper
1977:4). As in using the General Impression Marking method, in using
the Analytic Scale the marker determines the global qualities of a
composition by comparing it with other pieces of writing done in response
to the same assignment. Consequently, an Analytic Scale score, like a
general ipmression marking grade, is meaningful only in relation of
the essays assessed on the same occasion.
The General Impression Marking method and the Analylic Scale
both share the "formal semantics" view of reading and assume that
meaning resides in the text (Gere 1980:45). The evaluation task is
basically to reach marker consensus on decoding that meaning and thus
emphasize conformity in marker response. On the other hand,they give no
direct attention to issues concerning the nature and social purposes of
written discourse nor do they stress the interaction between reader and
writer in the process of evaluation (Gere 1980).
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2.1.4 Primary Trait Scoring
The primary- Trait scoring is another type of holistic measure which
the application procedures. Based on a three-part discourse model
including subject, discourse and audience (Gere 1980), the Primary Trait
scoring method assumes that different writing tasks involving different
audience and purposes require writer, to use different style and
organizational, strategies (Odell 1981). It stresses the relationship
between the speaker and the subject, the speaker and the audience, and
pays much attention to the writer's social awareness in an act of writing.
Odell describes this procedure in detail:
In setting up criteria for a particular writing assignment we
would first need to analyze the assignment, asking such questions
as these: who is the audience? What characteristics are likely to
be true of that audience? In the light of those audience
characteistics, what rhetorical strategies. are most likely to help
accomplish the assigned purpose? After considering these
questions, we would also need to analyze an extensive sample of
student responses to the assignment. 'That strategies do students
actually use in trying to do the assigned task? From the
analysis of both the assignment and student writing, we would
formulate a list of qualities that seem important for writing a
successful response to the assigned task. We would then train
readers to look for these qualities as they evaluate student papers
(1981:125).
he Primary Tait scoring procedure is a relatively new method and
differs from those discussed above both in the underlying theories and in
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its application has not fully been demonstrated. Moreover, white this
procedure calls attention to the communicative purpose of discourse, it
neglects, such textual features as coherence, syntax and language errors
about which many teachers seem to be most concerned (Odell 1981). As
Odell suggested, it may be better to carry out Primary Trait evaluation
in conjunction with other supplimentary measures.
In this section, seven major essay scoring procedures have been
presented with some discussions about their theoretical underpinnings,
their strengths and their limitations. With this brief review, it becomes
clear that any successful approach to evaluation has to be based on a clear
understanding on the nature of writing. These different ways of evaluation
should not be considered to be contradictory to each other, though some
seem to be better in certain aspects than in others. They each have a
differing focus and may be used for different purposes. As suggested by
Odell (1981:126), a combination of certain aspects from various approaches
may be most useful in some cases. Whatever approach is adopted, one
needs to bear in mind that reliability should not be overestimated because
each of these measures is limited in certain ways.
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2.2 On the Reliability of Essay Grading
Early critici?ns of essay testing mainly focused on two aspects its
financial cost and testing reliabilty. Because grading essays with a
Feature Countrig method is time-consuming, marring an essay is far less
efficient than marking a multiple-choice paper.Consequently, essay testing
has been viewed as relatively more expensive. An expensive test, however
valid, cannot be widely used. The development of measures of holistic
scoring has made, essay tests relatively more economical. Unlike the
Feature countin method, these measures do not rewire the marker to
tally specific features in a piece of writing. All that is asked for is a
single score which can be achieved relatively quickly. This relative
marker-efficiency which results from using a holistic procedure has made
essay scoring cost effective (White 1984). Nevertheless, the major problem
of unreliability remained unsolved because asking markers to assess a set
of papers using a holistic scoring method may result in as wide a range of
scores as using a Feature Counting procedure.
2.2.1 Sources of Error in Essay Testing
Many attempts have been made Dy reseachers and testing specialists to
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determine various sources of error in a composition test. French (in
McColly 1970) reported four types of sources of error-in an essay' test:
student, test (task and topic), scale (severity of. reader judgment in
general) and reader. Braddock (also in McColly 1970) classified these.,
factors as the writer variable, the assignment variable, the interrater
variable and the i ntrarater variable. The last two variables were referred
to as the rater variable and the colleague variable by Braddock. McColiy
(1970) further` collapsed these factors into three general categories which
are representive of the thinking on the subject namely, student, reader and
topic.
The presence of the student error can be shown by the fact that a single
student writer's performance may vary from task to task and from one
occasion to another. Where there are no relevant research findings as the
extent to which this variation can influence the reliability of a test,
McColly suggested that it is not really as important a source of error as
may be generally considered.
The most important variable concerned with essay readers, according
to McColly, is the competence of -a reader. An experiment by Wisconsin High
school showed that, other things being equal, professors of English are
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the most reliable readers. (in McColly l 970:147). This reader competence
can be increased by training and practice.
McColly also discussed the effects of several -other sources of error
and variability, such as the rating scale in regard to both the number of
points and the size of a scale, test-paper appearance and differences- in
essay topics.
2.2.2 Factors Influencing the Reliability of Readers
Although researchers differ in their opinion of the number of variables
that are at work--in influencing the reliability of an essay test, they do
seem to agree that the greatest danger comes from the reader of essays. An
early study by Diederich (1974T tried to detect the extent to which
different markers may disagree over the scores assigned to the same essay.
He distributed 300 student compositions to a large group of readers from
different disciplines to whom he did not give any directions or any criteria
for scoring. Those readers assessed the essays according to what they each
perceived to be the general merits of an essay. All 300 essays in the study
received no fewer than five of the possible grades and 101 papers received
all nine scores. On the basis of the grades assigned by different readers, he
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then went on to classify the criteria they seemed to rely upon five major
categories resulted.- It was obvious that the difference in the qualities the
readers valued was one of the factors that led to the reader variation on
individual essays. This difference of opinion in turn had some relation to
the disciplines of the readers.
Disagreement also exists among readers over the comparative value of
judging writing test essays for general merit or simply for performance on
each of several specific factors (McColly 1970:147). Error may occur when
assessments of separate aspects are made, because readers tend to be
influenced by the general qualities of an essay when they are judging then
qualities of a single aspect. McColly concluded that judgments of specific
aspects are not discriminating, and tend to collapse entirely into a single
rating through halo effect (1970:147).
some studies also demonstrated that teachers cannot be objective
either in judging the relative qualities of student writing, or in reporting
their judgments. A study by Harris, who tried to examine teachers' response
patterns to student writing, reported that the criteria that teachers think
are most important may not always be the criteria that most influence
them when they evaluate student compositions (1977:976). Both the
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comments the teachers made and the information given by them in response
to a questionnaire revealed the above stated discrepancy.- For example,
while most of the teachers thought that content and organization were the
most important criteria, these two aspects were not always given the most
weight in the evaluation rather, they tended to emphasize mechanics and
usage.
There have been studies attempting to examine whether factors in the
marker's personal. background (e.g., age, sex, discipline and marking
experience) cause effects on marking( see, e.g., Vann, et al. 1984
Sweedler-Brown 1985). While the specific findings have sometimes
appeared conflicting and inconclusive, there seems to be a consensus
among researchers that these facters do, to various extents, influence
marker performance.
i n addition to the elements regarding the marker's personal
experiences, some psychological factors may also exert influence on
markers. Huang, Wu and tai (1985) conducted a study to investigate four
types of psychological effects (first encounter effect, halo effect,
expectancy effect and instructional set) by imposing on markers
subjective hints. 1 The findings of the study showed that, whereas all four
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types of hint effects appeared to affect markers to certain degrees, the
first counter effect and the instructional set produced statistically
significant influence on markers. They also showed that variations in the
marking results- caused by the subjective hints did not differ significantly
among raters of different age, sex and teaching experience, but these hints
did produce significant differences in the effects on markers with
different levels of education. Generally speaking, those with a higher
education were less affected than were those who were less educated.
These factors discussed do exist, each contributing a bit to make
marker performance as unreliable as it can.be. The issue that faces testers-
is is to think of ways that can reduce the effects resulting from' these
variables if essay tests are to be adopted at all.
2.2.3 Possible Solutions
For many years, researchers have tried to find solutions to those
problems concerning essay testing. Cooper stressed the fact that
reliability can be improved to an acceptable level when raters from
similar background are carefully trained (1977:18). Follm an and Anderson
also addressed the same issue:
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It may now be suggested that the unreliability usually obtained
in the evaluation of essays occurs primarily because raters are
to a considerable degree heterogeneous in academic background
and have had different experiential backgrounds which operate
significantly in their evaluations of essays. The function of a
theme evaluation procedure, then, becomes that of a sensitizer
or organizer of the rater's perception and gives direction to his
attitudes and values in other words, it points out what he
should look for and guides his judgments( cited in Cooper
1971:19)
Coffman, in an article on the re!,nii?ty or essay exam inacsoni 111,
English, suggested four possible methods that seem worthy of
consideration: (a) use a sufficiently fine scale for recording the ratings
(b) develop clear reference points to anchor the scale(c) distribute the
error randomly rather than systematically (e.g., rating question by
question rather than student by student and giving a number of different
tests through the term) and (d) include multiple rating Where feasible
(1971:33-36).
The idea of multiple marking came from Wiseman,, who proposed
that the principle of replication should be employed to reduce the
notorious unreliability of essay marking. He suggested that several
markers should each assess independently the essay in question. The
scores produced by the markers should then be totalled or averaged for
each essay, and then the resulting score taken to represent the relative
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merits of the essay (in Pilliner 1969:313).
Wiseman's suggestion has gained acceptance through empirical
research. Quite a few studies on multiple marking reported that a
worthwhile improvement in overall examination reliability can be obtained
when multiple marking is adopted (e.g.Britton, At al. 1966 Wood and
Quinn in King 1980).
A more recent study on double impression marking took place in Hong
Kong. The study was conducted by King (1980) in association with the
composition papers of the Hong Kong Certificate of Education English
language Examination. It involved 16 impression markers divided into two
teams to assess 97 compositions by following different marking schemes.
The members of the first team were required to place equal emphasis on
accuracy and content in their evaluation, while the members of the second
team adopted identical marking procedures, but they were told to ignore
the aspects of accuracy. A third team of eight markers were included for
comparison purposes. These eight markers were all experienced markers
and were known to have reliable marking records. They assessed the same
97 compositions by a Feature Counting method. Two markers from each
team re-marked the compositions a few months later. As happened in the
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previous studies, both impression teams, when the marking was paired,
produced results of a high standard that was no worse than those of the
third team the mark/ re-mark variation of the six ,markers was no greater
for impression markers than for those using the Feature GauntinQ
method.
Essay scoring is able to achieve reasonably high reliability by adding a
series of controls (including the scoring criterion guide, the use of sample
papers to train markers and multiple independent scoring, etc.) to the
marking process (White 1984). These later developments growing out of
the original impression grading procedure employed by Diederich (1974) in
his experiment, have led to the present accepted forms of holistic scoring
i.e., the General Impression n Marking method, the Analytic Scale
method and the Primary Trait scoring method reviewed in the previous
section. While just a dozen of years ago, the concept of holistic grading
was almost unknown in the field of English now it has become routine in
many places (White 1984). Its rapid development has made possible the
replacement of indirect measures of writing ability by essay testing.
To sum up, the literature on the reliability of essay examinations has
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revealed three general sources of error: student, reader and topic, among
which reader error seems to be the most crucial- one. -Teachers generally
cannot grade essays objectively because they tend to favor some features
over others Ten judging the overall qualities of an essay, or because they
tend to be influenced by the overall dualities of an essay when assessing
the merits of the specific aspects. Additionally, reliability is influencied
by significant individual variations among raters. Such variations can be
caused by factors as age, sex, the discipline of the marker, the amount of
marking experience. he has had and other psychological variables. Measures
have been adopted to reduce these personal differences, including
developing assessment criterion guides, using sample papers to train
readers, obtaining multiple independent. scorings and so on. These
procedures have made essay testing reasonably reliable.
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2.3 Native and Non-native Assessment of FL Learner Written Performance
if one accepts Selinker's (1972) notion of interlanguage and believes
the lan9uage of language-learners to be- different in one way or another
from the language of native speakers, there is good reason to discuss the.
Question whether non-native speakers are able to evaluate FL learner's
communic tive performance consistenly from the native speaker's print
of view (Galloway 1980). This question may well serve as the rationale for
language researchers to compare assessments of FL learner performance
as made by native and non-native teachers.
The only study found which deals with the comparison of native and
non-native evaluation of full-length compositions written by FL learners
is the one by Green and Hecht (1984). In this research, 60 German
secondary school pupils were selected to write an ,,essay in response to a
letter elicitation. Each of them were assessed in terms of global quality
by three experienced native-German speaking teachers and five
native-English speaking teachers on a six-point scale. The raters were not
given any specific orientation as to how the assessment should be done.
The markers were also asked to indicate errors as well as their gravity
using the terms plight., or arm. No definitions were made to
differentiate the three degrees of error gravity, the decisions being left
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entirely to the individual markers. The comparison was mainly focused on
three aspects: a) the reliability of the essay grades b) errors identified
and their gravity as rated by the markers and, c) the differences revealed
between native-German speaking and native-English speaking markers. The
results obtained are as follows:
a) The intermarker reliability was low between markers both of the same
language groups and markers across 1 anguage groups
b) The native-German speaking teachers were able to identify most errors
marked by a majority of the naLive-Engish speakers
c) The German teachers marked as errors a significant number of items
that a majority of English teachers regarded as acceptable
d) The native-German speaking teachers tended to overlook errors on the
level of style and vocabulary
e) The German markers tended to stress more linguistic accuracy than did
the English markers whereas the English markers regarded errors of
vocabulary and style as most serious and
f) A great diversity of opinion as to what constitutes an error was
demonstrated not only among the German markers, but also between
the German and the Engl sh markers, and among the English markers.
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Since the mid-60s, Kaplan has been studying the differences in
cultural thought patterns and how these differences may effect both a
student constructing a piece of written discourse and a teacher assessing
the written product. As stated by Kaplan (1966 and in press), people from
different cultures may have different ways of thinking, of approaching
ideas and of presenting these ideas. These thought patterns have an affect
on written discourse, not only at the lower levels of intrasentential
structure, but at the higher levels of linguistic framework (e.g.,
intersentential and discourse structure) or, at the rhetorical level as
Kaplan calls it. Thus units of discourse written according to the
rhetorical patterns specific to one culture do not necessarily meet the
expectation of readers of another culture. As Kaplan pointed out, a
teacher may feel that a foreign-student paper is out of focus because the
foreign student is employing a rhetoric and a sequence of thought which
violate the expectations of the native reader (1966:3).
There are two other studies that investigated the differences between
native and non-native teachers of English in their assessments of EFL
learner written errors. The first one was done by James(1 977), who asked
20 teachers who were native speakers of English and another 20 who were
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speakers of English to judge a set of error-containing
non-native
sentences on a five-point scale. Hughes and Lascaratou (1982) partly
replicated the study, but added a third set of judges who were
native-Errol ish speakers but non-teachers. Both studies found that the.
non-native speakers were more severe with errors than the native--English
spe-king teachers. Hughes and .ascaratou also discovered that differences
in attitude towards errors also existed between the two groups of native
speaking raters, with the non-teachers being even more lenient in their
judgment than the native speaking teacher group. Hughes and Lascaratou
went on to categorize the rating criteria the evaluators appeared to be
using. The non-native-English speaking teachers seemed to rely mainly on
the basicness of the rule infringed the native-English speaking
were concerned exclusively with the error's effect on the
non-teachers
intelligibility of the sentence, whereas the native-English speaking
made use of both criteria, with some preference for that of
teachers
intelligibility (1982:177).
The study conducted by Wang (1985) went a step further.2 She not only
compared the judgments made by different evaluators, but examined the
relations between these judgments and the evaluators' age, sex,
educational level, teaching experience, and length of stay in Hong
Kongoverseas. Age and sex, according to her results, played a minor role
in affecting the ratings. Teaching experience and length of stay in Hong
Kongoverseas seemed to be the two most influential factors. The longer
one had remained a teacher or stayed in Honq Kcna (in cases of the
native-English speaking teachersjoverseas (in cases of the
native-Chinese speaking teachers), the more tolerant one was In his
evaluation of learner performance.
The comparison of the evaluation of FL compositions by teachers from
various cultures is largely an unexplored area. There have been a few
studies of teachers from majority and minority sub-cultures within the
same educational system, which essentially support the findings reported
here but which are not included in this study because the sociolinguistic
environment within which they were conducted is so radically different.
The few studies on this subject reviewed in this chapter have provided
some evidence of the differences in the judgments by different markers.
More research will be needed to substantiate these findings as well as to
make further explorations.
Motes
1. The experiment was conducted with 210 subjects divided into a
control group and five experimental groups. They were all
secondary school teachers teaching Chinese language and
literature. They were asked to assess the same one composition.
Control Group: Marked the original composition with no text changes
and no instructions at all.
Exper. Group 1: Marked the composition in which five language errors
hri hppn psriripri in rhp firr nprnrpnh pf f hp
composition. The five language errors were used to
produce the first encounter effect.
Exper. Group 2: Marked the composition in which Five similar errors
had been added in the last paragraph of the
composition. These five errors were used for the
same purpose as used in Group!.
Exper. Group 3: Marked the original essay with the following
instructions written on the front page: The aim of
organizing teachers to mark the composition is to
test the ability of the Chinese language
teachers to evaluate compositions. The
instruction served as an instructional set hint.
Exper. Group 4: Marked the composition in which a statement had
been written on the front page to produce a halo
effect. The statement (genera! meaning) was: The
writer of this essay is an intelligent and a well-
behaved student. He respects teachers, Is ready to
help others and is unusually promising in maths,
history, and geography.
Exper. Group 5: Marked the original essay; however, the raters were
told that it had been written by Chang Kang-kang (a
famous Chinese writer) when she was in secondary
school. This served as an expectancy effect hint.
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2. The study was done in a Hong Kona context with Chinese teachers as
th non-native, group and another two native-English groups--one
native speaking teachers of English and the other non-teachers.
3. l am indebted to Dr. R. Kaplan of the University of the Southern
California, who brought to rmny awareness the existence of
these few studies mentioned here.
CHAPTER 3
DESCRIPTION OF SUBJECTS, DATA BASE AMD PROCEDURES
This chapter will provide a description of the background information
on the subjects selected for this study, the composition collection
procedures, and also the procedures in marking the compositions, as well
as the error gravity judgments.
3.1 Subjects
Two groups of subjects were involved in this study: composition
markers and error gravity evaluators. As the experiment was conducted in
Hong Kong, most of the native-English speaking subjects were recruited at
various schools and universities in Hong Kong. Since Hong Kong is also a
Chinese-speaking community, it might have been easier to form a
native-Chinese speaking subject sample which included both Chinese from
the mainland of China anc! local Chinese in Hong Kong. Nevertheless, as a
British colony for over a century, occidental influence in Hong Kong is
strong in almost every professional field, and the educational circle is no
exception. And although recent methodological proposals in teaching and
learning a foreign language such as the communication-oriented
approaches are being introduced to China, socialist policy and educational
tradition are more important factors influencing language education in
China (Yu 1984). In addition, English in Hong Kong is the language of wider
communication used more regularly for official and international dealings
than the Chinese language, and its cultural and sociopolitical status is
very different from what it is in China. These differences might be
influential factors affecting the way a teacher teaches writing and the
way he marks a composition. Hence, local Cantonese were excluded and
all the native-Chinese speaking subjects were recruited from the mainland
of China.
Previous studies (see, e.g., Wong 1985) have observed that teaching
experience is one of the factors influencing the evaluator in judging FL
learner performance. To control this factor, all subjects were teachers
of English and graduate students having a background of teaching learners
of English as a secondforeign language.
3.1.1. Composition Markers
Eight composition markers (six holistic markers and two accuracy
counters) were found, including four native-English speakers and four
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native-Chinese speakers. Of the four native-English speakers, three came
from Britain, and the fourth. from America. All four were currently
teaching in Hong Kong where most students were Cantonese speakers using
English as a foreign language. Two of them had worked in Hong Kong for
over ten years. Their experience had been gained in teaching English at
various levels of study, from beginners to the post-secondary level. The
third, having taught English for a year previously, was in her second year
of teaching journalism to college students, while the fourth was working
in a primary school. At the time of the study, the four native-Chinese
markers were graduate students in the Literature and TESOL Programs at
the Chinese University of Hong Kong. Before they came to Hong Kong, all
four had taught English to university students in the mainland of China for
over three years.
Among the six holistic markers, the three native English-speaking
teachers had some experience in teaching composition classes and grading
essays, but no record of marking for public examinations. None of the
Chinese markers had had previous exposure to composition scoring
practice of any kind.
3.1.2. Error Gravity Evaluators
The error gravity evaluators in this study included 40 native-Chinese
and 40 native-English speakers. Thirty-six out of the 40 Chinese
teachers were teachers of English in two tertiary level institutes for
foreign language instruction and cross-cultural education in China. The
other four were instructors of intensive English programs which prepare
Chinese scientists to go overseas for further study and research.
Twenty-eight-American English-speakers and 12 British English-speakers
formed tne native group; in this group 32 were teaching English to Chinese
students either in Hong Kong or in the mainland of China, in addition three
were working as E5L teachers in the United States, and five of them were
currently students in a Chinese program for international learners at the
Chinese University of Hong Kong( all five had some experience of teaching
English to learners speaking other languages but English as the native
language).
3.2 Data Base
A total of 113 students in China were each selected to write an essay
to form the data base. They were all college students studying English as a
foreign language. Five classes totaling 73 students were randomly chosen
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from among the ten classes-of English majors enrolled in Beijing Institute
of International Relations in the summer of 1084. They came from various
parts of China with about two thirds coming from big cities such as
Beijing, Shanghai, Canton and Chongqing. Being one of the top universities
and colleges in China, this institute accepts only students who have scored
high on the National Higher Education Entrance Examinations. The majority
of them started learning English in secondary schools where formal
classroom teaching constitutes the only mode for learning English. They
entered the college with some basic knowledge of English grammar, a
relatively small vocabulary gained through memorization, and little
instruction on writing. By the time they wrote the composition, they had
been in the institute for three months.
In an attempt to achieve a more diversified sample, another 40
subjects were chosen from Xi'an English Teacher Training College. This
college, operated by the local government of Xi an, trains teachers of
English for secondary schools in Shaanxi province. It enrolls students from
among candidates who have failed the university entrance examinations,
but who have nevertheless scored relatively high among the. unsuccessful
candidates. The college provides a three-year intensive English program.
Selected at random, the 40 subjects all belonged to the second-year and
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the third-y ear students because it was felt that the first--year students in
this college might not be able to cope with the writing task. Those 40
students had been in this college for over one or two years, engaged in
formal and intensive training in the four basic language skills: listening,
speaking, reading and writing. Of the 113 subjects, 64 were male and 49
were female their ages ranged from 17 to 23.
When the subjects were selected, each of them contributed a
composition to the data base. It was made clear to the students that the
essays they were asked to write would be collected for a research study
and would be kept confidential, and thus would definitely not affect their
school marks. The students were asked to complete their writing within a
time limit of 90 minutes in a test - like situation where the topic was not
announced in advance. The required lenghth was 300 words. The topic3
involved a common phenomenon and was meaningful within the students'
personal experience therefore, situations in which they found little or
nothing to say could be avoided.
Three subjects eventually failed to turn in their essay papers. Later
on, another ten compositions were removed from the writing samples for
various reasons.4 The exclusion of these essays further brought down the
48
sample size to 100, of which 66 were written by students in Beijing and
34 by those in Xi'an.-_
3.3 Procedures
Holistic Marking After the compositions were collected from both
Beijing and Xi'an, they were subsequently coded. Eight xerox copies were
made of each script. These copies proved to be clear and readable. They
were presented in the same order to the markers.
Before the actual marking, the two groups of holistic markers (the
native-Chinese speaking group and-the native-English speaking group)
were assembled separately. The research was explained to them in rough
outline, but not the specific purposes and the expected, results. Then a
training session was held. The markers were trained in two separate
groups yet with identical procedures. Approximately 90 minutes were
spent in training the markers.
Accuracy Count Two markers were involved in the accuracy count,
one Chinese (the researcher) and one native-English speaker. The
researcher marked the compositions on two different occasions. The first
marking was undertaken as a pilot procedure for identifying and codifying
errors.'The errors marked on the first occasion were classified and were
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carefully defined with two eXamples to exmepiify each category.
The marking scheme for the accuracy count was developed as a result
of the experience with the first coding attempt. (see Appendix 1). The two
accuracy counters met about three months later. A brief discussion was
held both on the marking guide and error identification criteria. Specific
categories of errors were also discussed with examples. Both markers
completed the marking within ten days.
Error Gravity Judgment A sample of 42 English language errors
selected from the essays by the researcher were presented on a
questionnaire to be judged by native-Chinese speaking and native-- English
speaking teachers. Based on the feedback from three Chinese EFL teachers,
the questionnaire was revised once belfore the study was undertaken. Some
modifications to the instructions were made afterwards in reference to
the comments of a few native-English speakers. Announcements briefly
describing the project and specific instructions on how the evaluation
task should be performed were sent out together with the evaluation form.
Two aspects of background information on the evaluators were also
required: working institution and native language.
As there were three sub-studies in this research, to make them
clearer to readers, detailed discussions of the methodologies used for
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each study and descriptions of the resulting data will be given in three
separate chapters, first dealing with the accuracy count,then the error
gravity judgment and finally the holistic marking. Comparison of the
performance of the two accuracy counters will be dealt with in Chapter 4
following that, the comparison between the evaluation of errors by the
two groups of questionnaire respondents will be presented in Chapter 5.
Chapter 6 will be devoted to a discussion of the results obtained from the




1. Age was not a controlled factor in this study.However a majority of
the native-Chinese speaking subjects happened to be young teachers
of English in China, with an age under 40.
2. Great efforts were made to recruit as many appropriate
questionnaire respondents as possible. With the help of several
instructors teaching in the Department of English and the
English Language Teaching Unit of the Chinese University of Hong
Kong, and personal friends working in Hong Kong as well as in the
mainland of China, I eventually managed to find 40 in each group-
3. The students were asked to write a composition on the following
topic: You were standing in a long queue at a bus-stop one evening.
First describe the scene, and then go on to say what happened when
it began to rain heavily. This topic was chosen from the Hong Kong
Certificate of Education English language Examination papers issured
by the Hong Kong Examinations Authority.
4. Of the ten compositions removed from the data base, two were hardly
readable because of poor hand writing, four essays turned out to be
unclear after xeroxing, and another four belonged to cases which were
either completely off the topic, or were written with fewer than 50




As part of the investigation, the purpose of this study of the accuracy
count was to detect the differences between native-Chinese speaking and
native-English speaking teachers in marking composition errors. One
native-Chinese speaker and one native-English speaker were chosen for
'this purpose. The study focused on the performance of the native-Chinese
speaking error counter as comparea' with that of the native-English
speaking error counter. Specifically, errors in four areas identified by
the two error counters were examined they were global errors, syntactic
errors, lexical and discourse errocs and errors in mechanics.
To achieve these purposes, a method of tabulating the data needed to
be constructed to identify all occurrences of errors in the 100 individual
compositions. Thus the error identification procedures will be introduced
before the comparison of the two error counts.
4.1 Error identification Procedures
4.1.1 Coding Errors
The concept of error in this study was broadly defined to refer to
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any deviant form or construction in sentence structure, grammar, word
choice and in the conventions -of the -English written language, including
spelling, punctuation and capitalization (defined with reference to Odell
1981 and Angelis 1975). Those features of conventions are absent in oral
English, but important manifestations of competence in writing, and thus
may have effects to some extent on the message conveyed. Spelling
reflects the learner's mastery of morphological knowledge of the English
-language. Failure to spell a word correctly may lead to reader confusion, or
may even greatly hinder communication G-lughes and Lanscastou, 1982).
Punctuation and capitalization are two related types of errors. As
punctuation is a guide to sentence construction, it is an integral part of
syntactic accuracy (Kroll, 1982). Some researchers ,ignored certain
aspects of those mechanics in their tabulation of errors for various
reasons.1 However) as this study was concerned with assessing the
overall competence in writing of EFL learners, spelling., punctuation and
capitalization were all taken into consideration in evaluating the accuracy
of the essays.
Because this analysis covered errors at both intra- and
inter-sentential levels, this attempt created another separate category of
errors-- the misuse of cohesive ties, which will be called discourse
54
markers in this analysis. In a study of written discourse produced by
Chinese students of English, Johns (1984) reported that Chinese learners
are very weak in the use of cohesive devices. The same was found in this
study. The most frequently used cohesive devices were references and
conjunctions.
In discourse, reference items can occur at both the sentence-level
and the discourse-level. Reference as a discourse marker refers only to
endophoric reference, which is textual, and thus can be realized as a
cohesive tie. The only two types of discourse. errors identified in the
composition corpus were ambiguous/un l ocatab l e reference and misuse of
conjunctions.
In addition to the mechanics of spelling, punctuation and
capitalization and discourse markers, this study was concerned with usage
of another three areas of the English language. They were sentence
structure, verb phrases and word choice. Errors of these three types were
by far the most commonly noticed and studied.
Errors differ from each other not only in their linguistic nature (e.g.,
different typology), but also in the. force they carry in terms of their
interference with communication. Inspired by Burt and K i parsky (1972).
errors in this study were also divided into global and local errors. Those
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that were more serious in nature were singled out and labled as global
errors, and classified into separate categories from local ones. Three
types of errors were coded as global errors. The first type consisted of
sentences or clauses that appeared to be incomprehensible in the contexts
in which they occurred. The second type 'ref erred to cases in which the
structure of the -whole sentence or clause was aberrant, and the third-
,referred to sentence fragments. These errors were global in the sense that
they were, inmost cases, not readily definable and would require major
reconstruction of the sentence before meaning could be accurately derived,
or the sentence could be rendered into acceptable English given the
context. Compared with global syntactic errors, local syntactic errors
were relatively less serious language problems( e.g., errors of
prepositions, articles, omissions of the relative pronoun in a relative
clause and wrong word order) though they occurred far more frequently
than global ones. Errors in the use of vocabulary and discourse markers as
well as errors in mechanics all belonged to the category of local errors.
4.1.2. Identifying Errors
Because the length of the compositions varied, the number or errors
in each essay could not tell how a student performed in accuracy compared
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with others without further calculations. In an effort to find a measure
that could indicate directly how accurate an essay was simply by looking
at the number of errors found, only the errors that.,appeared in the first
200 words in each essay were counted, and the number was taken as an
index of the relative accuracy of the composition concerned. The more
errors that were identified, the less accurate the essay was. TT his method
of accuracy counting made possible the comparison of the performance in
accuracy between students as well as the comparison of the two accuracy
counts at various levels without changing the number c-f errors to an
accuracy ratio.
In view- of the identification of errors, the identifying procedures
were to pinpoint all deviations from the conventions and rules of the
English written language in the five areas mentioned above, including
global errors. Local errors were counted according to the alternative
words or constructions suggested to change the sentence into more
native-like English. If one change was needed to correct one fault, it
counted as one error. The procedures can be illustrated with the following
two sentences taken from the-students' compositions (with the errors
underlined).
These days, when I couldn't go ths. sleep due to the hot weather in
the evening, I often reminded the thing___ happened several
days ac-o. (8 errors)
1 went out of my house walked along the street. The street was
iOQ crowded, it made me get there to waste a lot of time, (3 errors
including one global error)
4.1.3 Classification of Errors
All errors that operated on the 5 levels (sentence structure, verb
phrase, vocabulary, discourse markers and mechanics) were labeled as
five major classes which were in turn further subdivided into a total of 26
specific categories. A complete list of the error categories with
definitions and examples are given in Appendix 1!, however, below is a
summary of classification of errors.
Errors in sentence structure belonged to the first class. Categories
of global errors were also classified into this class because most of them
reflected serious problems in sentence structure; therefore, the first
class of errors included all deviations from global errors which affected
the whole sentence organization to those affecting only a tiny part of the
sentence structure, such as articles and prepositions. This was the largest
class consisting of 15 categories (l-15). The second class was
verb-centered errors (16-20). As its name denotes, it included only the
incorrect use and rnisformation of the major verb of a clause or a
sentence, in English usage, the first two classes are syntactic in nature;
thus they were referred to as syntactic errors in the later analysis.
The next two classes were errors in lexical choice and discourse
markers-. Lexical errors in this study had a narrow sense which only
referred to the wrong selection of vocabulary or phrases (21), Two
categories of errors on the discourse level (22-23) were under study in
this investigation: reference and conjunction. They were grouped into the
class of discourse markers.
The combination of the last three categories (24-26), spelling,
punctuation and capitalization, formed the fifth class, which were
designated errors In mechanics.
4.2 Comparison of the two Accuracy Counts
4.2.1 Errors Identified by the Two Markers3
After the completion of the marking, calculation for each counting
was done separately. The resulting tabulation will be reported below:
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(1) Global Errors
The Chinese speaker marked a total of 107 global errors in the whole---
corpus of compositions, compared with a total number of 181 marked by
the English marker. I t is obvious that a considerable proportion of global
errors labeled by the native-English speaking marker were either
overlooked, or were not considered so serious that they should be regarded
as global errors by the Chinese marker.
(2) Syntactic Errors.
Table I gives the number of syntactic errors counted by the two
markers. I n spite of the fact that the Chinese speaker marked fewer global
syntactic errors (107 vs. 181), she identified many more local syntactic
errors than her native-English speaking counterpart(1146 vs. 698). This
led to a difference of 237 syntactic errors between the two error
counts, which were referred to as pseudo-errors by Green and Hecht
(1984) since they were accepted as normal or suitable by the
native-English speaking marker.
A t test was performed, which proved that their difference was
statistically significant (t=2.33 significant at p0.05 level).
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Table l








69%67%Percentage of the Total
(3) Lexical and Discourse Errors




Lexical and Discourse Errors Marked





Percentage of the Total 12 fo 16%
As can be seen from the above table, the native-English speaker
marked more lexical and discourse errors than did the native-Chinese
speaking marker. However, the two numbers were quite close, which
suggested only a marginal difference. A t test further proved that their
difference was not at a statistically significant level (t=0.92, not
significant at p<0.05 level).
One point that needs further attention is that, compared with errors
on the syntactic level, only a small percentage of lexical and discourse
errors appeared in the compositions. The lexical and discourse errors
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found in the compositions combined together constituted 18% of the
syntactic errors as marked by the Chinese speaker and 23% as located by
the English speaking marker. In other words, for-every error either in
lexical choice or in the use of discaui-se markers, -there were
approximately five errors syntactic in nature in the -same-context. The
large percentage' of syntactic errors indicates that lack of sentence-
structure control-was at this stage the major problem of the students,
(4) Errot's in Mechanics
Table 3
Errors in Mechanics Counted





15%21%Percentage of the Total
2.81
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Table 3 suggests that the native-Chinese speaking marker identified
substantially more errors (186) in the area.. of--mechanics than did the
native-English speaking marker. Again, the resulting figures were
subjected to a t test, which suggested a significant difference (t=4.65,
significant at p<0.05 level).
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4.2.2 Variation of the Two Accuracy Counts on Individuai Scripts
In the previous- section, we compared the two accuracy counts on the
basis of errors operating at different levels. The errors of all three major
areas (syntax, the use of vocabulary and discourse-- markers and
mechanics) found by the Chinese marker totalled 2189, and by the English•
marker totalled 1790. Thus the Chinese speaker marked 399 more errors
in all and nearly four more in each script than did the English marker. The
two error counts correlated at 0.72, which suggests that the two markers
Table 4
Relative Consistency'and Variation
between the Two Error Counts
PercentageNumber of Scripts
12%Total Agreement
52%52Disagreed by 1-5 Errors
21 21%Disagreed by 6-10 Errors
15%15Disagreed by over 10 Errors
12
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were relatively consistent in the course of marking. In this section, the
resulting data will be looked at- from another perspective: variation of the
two countings on individual scripts (see Table 4). The two markers were
in complete agreement on 13 compositions, and there were 52 scripts on
which they disagreed by 1-5 errors these 85 scripts constituted 647o of'
the total number. of the compositions. This provided evidence of the
relative consistency between the two markings. However, they showed
wide variation on the rest of 36 essays, including 15 on which they
disagreed by over 10 errors. In 14 of these 15 essays the Chinese marker
identified over 10 errors more than did the Enlgish marker. This resulted
in a total of 198 errors between the two markers.
4.3 Discussion
4.3.1 Discussion of the Results
The results of the accuracy count presented in the previous section
. _ : .
have shown that the Chinese marker identified fewer global errors but
, . _
significantly more syntactic and mechanical errors than did the English
marker• and that although the lexical and discourse errors counted by the
Chinese marker were fewer than those by the English marker, the
difference was not statistically significant.
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The great difference in the two accuracy counts may suggest that wide
disagreement existed between the two markers when deciding whether or--
not a sentence element was an error. However, accuracy counting, by
itself, has generally been considered to be one of the objective measures
to assess writing ability of learners. Some teachers tend to think that a
sentence fragment is a fragment (Wiener 1981:222) and there seems to be
nothing to argue about. As the use of a language is a rather complicated
matter which involves many factors, one error in one context may be
regarded as appropriate in other contexts or examined from other
perspectives by different evaluators. An earlier study by Green and Hecht
(1984) compared the markings of compositions between a group of
native-German speaking teachers anda group of native-English speaking
teachers. They--reported that out of a total of 2443 marked errors, 1054
(42°7o) were real errors (identified by a majority of the native-English
speakers)., 206 (8%) were pseudo-errors (marked either by only a majority
of the native-German speaking teachers or by a majority of the German
teachers plus a minority of the native-English teachers) and .1119 (49%)-:
idiosyncratic errors (marked by a minority of. either groups or both
groups). I n only a few cases among the 1045 real errors was there full
agreement between the English markers on what an error was. These
57
results may well indicate that the method of accuracy counting can also be
relatively subjective, like other commonly thought subjective measures
such as holistic marking.
To the best of my knowledge, there seem to be no systematic studies
to explore the differences in the consideration of what-an error is between
native speakers of the same language and bilingual speakers from various
ethnolinguistic groups. In regard to the two error counters in this study,
the Chinese. marker found significantly more errors in syntax and
mechanics than did the English marker, who, on the other hand, counted
more global, lexical and discourse errors. Thus one of the major
differences in their determinatioin of what an error was probably lay in
the way they treated errors on-the levels of syntax and mechanics as
compared with the way they treated global, lexical and discourse errors.
In this study, 20 categories of errors were defined as local syntactic
errors, which were in general violations of grammatical rules. Errors in
mechanics included misspelling, wrong punctuation and misuse of
capitalization, each concerned with one aspect of the conventions of the
English written language. Relatively speaking, the use of these
grammatical points and conventions is more governed by the lower level
choices of linguistic forms, and thus errors in these two areas seem to be
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more form-related. Lexical and discourse errors in, this study are
primarily concerned with the ,higher level of semantic issues either at the
word level or the inter-sentential level, and therefore more
meaning-oriented. Global errors are those serious language problems that
tend to lead to misinterpretation or incomprehensibility of a message
with the textual context of the error. Like lexical and discourse errors,
they belong to the category that is 'likely to cause a breakdown of meaning.
The fact that the Chinese speaker found more form-related errors but
fewer meaning-oriented errors might reflect that linguistic forms, to the
Chinese marker, was' a more important factor in determining English
language errors, and that compared with form, comprehensibility4 was
secondary. By contrast, the native-English speaking marker tended to lay
more emphasis on overall meaning than did the Chinese.
Like the native German-speaking teachers in Green and Hecht's study
(1984), the Chinese marker counted as errors a portion of language points
which were acceptable from the native-English marker's viewpoint. These
errors were what Green and Hecht called pseudo-errors, which were
acturally invented by the Chinese. The reason for this tendency might be
primarily due to the non-native speakers' limited knowledge of the English
language. As most non-native speakers have learned the language they
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teach by means of classroom teaching, reading, etc., they may lack native
intuitions about the language, and therefore have to rely relatively more
on explicitly stated rules against which they judge utterances that they
produce, or read. Although every aspect of a language seems to be
governed by rules, the rules described in texts and dictionaries through
which they have learned the rules may not be as adequate as those of 'a
language that is natively used. Even within this limited aspect of the
language, knowledge of rules possessed by non-native speakers may not be
effective because these rules are not tied to their personal experience,
but rather based upon a conceptual metalingual understanding of the
language as a system of rules and relationships (Stern, 1983), and thus
they do not have adequate control of these rules for the purpose of
native-like accuracy evaluation. Furthermore, it is likely for non-native
speakers to impose their own interpretations on the foreign language, and
to create their own rules on the basis of their experience as first language
users.
There might be many factors contributing to the discount of semantic
errors by the Chinese marker. One of them appeared to be the knowledge of
the native language and culture she shared with the composition writers.
As adult EFL learners, the student writers were intellecturally mature yet
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relatively beginners at English. The language forms available were far
from adequate for them to express what they saw and how they felt as
required by the composition topic. They had to consciously search for
words as they wrote, and frequently had to supply their FL inadequacies by
drawing knowledge of their native language. Hence, they would inevitably
create errors of mother-tongue transfer.5 For the Chinese marker, errors.
of this kind did not hinder communication much, because interpretations
of meaning Were possible through knowledge of the Chinese language.
Nevertheless, these errors of mother-tongue transfer might create serious
problems in.. terms of intelligibility for those who knew little-about
Chinese. It is possible that this knowledge of the Chinese marker in this
study resulted in a great reduction in- the number of global errors. The
following two examples may better illustrate this point. These two
sentences were marked as two global errors by the native-English
speaking marker, but not the native-Chinese speaking marker, who marked,
only a few local errors instead.
(a) Because of the long way to go,so l only went there by bus.
(b) I would be wet with rain water mist like a cock in water
There are two obvious errors of mother - tongue transi er in sentence
(a), one is a, and the other is other The occurrence of these two errors
makes this sentence structurally deviant and semantically difficult to
understand. It is clear from the context that what the student intended to
say was B£usfi-£-lb£-lQ.ng way (distance). I had to go there by bus. The
addition of SSL was due to the fact that vinwei (ifl)... sovi (%a) as a
conjunction in Chinese always go together, in the second case, the student
used only, instead of bai-Which was the result of direct translation of the
Chinese word zhiyou( V,ti). Although have as an auxiliary verb and only in
English are two completely different words and have different meaning,
they can be translated into the same Chinese equivalent. While zhiyou (5,
f) may be used in both ways in Chinese, only cannot function as a
substitution of have In English. As difficult to understand as it might be
to the native-Enlgish speaking marker, the Chinese marker had little
problem in terms of comprehension.
The second sentence involves the use of a Chinese idiom
which makes the sentence even more Chinese than the first one.
The word-by-word translation of this idiom is to be wet through like a
cock failing into a pond. Since the student did not know any appropriate
English equivalent, he simply translated it with his own words.
Grammatically speaking, nothing is wrong with the sentence, though it is
not idiomatically expressed. However, with no knowledge of the Chinese
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idiom, one may find it hard to understand the comparison of a person who
is soaked to the skin to a cock in water. Even though the general meaning
of the sentence can be reached through the literal meaning of the
individual words used, it nay still be considered too foreign to be
accepted by an English speaker.
4.4 Discussion of' . im stations
Due .to the weaknesses of this study, special caution should be taken
when icIoking at the results. They should not be considered as definite
conclusions but they are merely suggestive of broad tendencies. Two
factors imposed major limitations on this project.
First, a small number of subjects was used, and thus error of chance
was great. As indicated by Green and Hecht (1984) there is no consensus
even among native speakers on what an error is. For this reason Green and
Hecht took as errors only those points that were marked by a majority of
the native-English speakers involved in the study. In this study, only one
English marker was used. The errors she marked in an essay were taken as
the ones that were actually contained in the composition, and the number
of these errors was used as a criterion with which the marking
performance of the Chinese marker was compared.- Although a native
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speaker, naturally the English marker had her own idia iect of Enalish.
Therefore, the errors she marked might include a certain number of what
Green and Hecht referred to as idiosyncratic errors. In the same way, the
Chinese marker might not be representative of Chinese teachers.
Second, the markers were not formally trained. While certain
categories of errors were easy to identify, it was difficult to draw
distinctions between others. For example, one category of global errors
was determined by the degree of incomprehensibility of the sentences or
clauses in the contexts in which they occurred. This definition was
arbitrary. The two markers may have had different cutting point on the
spectrum extending from comprehensibility to incomprehensibility. 1 n
addition, as discussed above, few errors really caused a breakdown of
meaning to the Chinese marker, but some errors of mother-tongue transfer
might have imposed difficulties in comprehension on the English marker.
Therefore, it was hard, in some cases, for the two markers to
differentiate global errors from local ones on the same basis.
4.4 Summary
This Chapter has presented the results of errors marked by the two
error counters in 100 compositions. These errors were first classified
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into global errors and focal errors. Global errors were sentences or
clauses either structurally aberrant or semantically.uninteiligable.. Local
errors were diviant forms which affected only a single element. The errors
were then regrouped into four mayor types, namely, syntactic errors,
lexical errors, discourse errors and errors in mechanics.
A detailed comparison was made between the two error counts with
the following results:
1. The Chinese marker marked considerably fewer global errors than did
the English .parker.
2. The Chinese marker counted significantly more errors on the syntactic
level than did the native-English marker.
3. The Chinese marker marked fewer lexical and discourse errors than did
the English marker. However, their difference was not at a
statistically, significant level.
4. The Chinese marker marked significantly more errors in mechanics
than did the English marker.
Further analysis of these results seems to suggest that the two
markers had different emphases in. marking errors in the compositions.
While the Chinese marker tended to stress more on form, the English
marker appeared to lay more emphasis on meaning.
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There are two other factors that seemed to interfere with the
Chinese marker's ability to mark the compositions objectively. One was
concerned with her limited knowledge of the English language and the
other resulted from the influence of her native language.
In the next chapter, the judgments' of the gravity of errors by 40
native-Chinese speaking and 40 native-English speaking evaluators will be
examined and the differences between their judgments will be discussed.
£M£S.
1. A number of studies excluded some of these features. Ode] 1 (1979), for
example, did not count punctuation when scoring 12 essays. Both Kroll
(1982) and Neilson (in Kroll, 1982) Ignored spelling In their
dissertation on written discourse.
2. The error classification in this study was done with reference to Kroll
(1982). Her definitions of some categories were also kept in this
study. The examples were chosen from the 100 compositions by the
researcher.
3. The-accuracy count in this study carried a built-in weighting firstly
because of the adjustment of the error count of I I essays. Of the 100
compositions, about two thirds contained around 300 words or more.
Over 20% were written with 200-300 words while a total 1 of 1 1 were
found to have fewer than 200, with a range from 1 15 to 183 words.
For those 1 1 compositions, the total number of errors and the number
of errors of each major type were adjusted in order to make them
comparable with other essays. The adjusted figures were derived
from dividing the number of errors found In the script by the number
of words contained, and then multiplying the resulting number by 200
since 200 words were the common base for the comparison of
accuracy between these compositions. The fomula is shown below:
Adjusted number of errors
number of errors found
number of words contained
200
The built-in weighting was secondly due to the convertion of global
errors. Sybtactlc errors in this study, by definition, consisted of both
global errors and local errors. Because of their serious nature, one
global error was on average counted as three local errors on the
agreememt of both markers. The total number of syntactic errors
was derived from the number of local syntactic errors plus three
times the number of global errors, as shown below:
1467 (total by the Chinese)= 3 x 107 (global)
+ 1 146 (local)
1232 (total by the English)= 3 x 181 (global)
+ 689 (local)
4. Four terms (grammaticality. comorehensibility. intelligibility ana
acceptability) were used in this study. They were defined in the
followina way:
Grammaticality relates to the technical grammatical accuracy of a
contextiess sentence in relation to sentence level grammatical rules
of a language.
ComDrehens..ib.ility. and intelligibility were used interchangeably in the
text, which relate to the ability of a native speaker to interprete the
meaning of an utterance in context without reference to its
grammaticality.
Acceptability relates to a series of sociolinguistic judgments among
native speakers regarding what they accept (e.g., what does not affend
them) without reference to either grammaticality or
comorehensibility.
I consulted Dr. R. Kaplan for these definitions.
5. Errors of mother-tongue transfer in this study refer to any
structure or lexical use that are attributable to the Chinese
language. For example, some Chinese students tented to use but. as a
conjunction to connect the previous clause beginning with although.
The obvious reason for the misuse of but in such sentences is the
influence of Chinese, in which suiran(£)... danshi() are
always used together. An another example is the wrong use of shadow
instead of sign In English, one can only say the sign of a bus but not
the shadow of a bus. However, Sign and shadow have the same
Chinese equivalent vingzi(), which is used for both cases.
Influenced by this Chinese usage, some Chinese students did not
distinguish sign from shadow in Enlgish, and used the wrong word of
shadow for sign. Errors like but and shadow in these two examples
were defined as errors of mother-tongue transfer.
This definition was made with reference to B. Taylor (1974).
CHAPTER 5
ERROR GRAVITY JUDGMENT
As the second part of the investigation, the sb-study of error gravity
judgment was an attempt to examine the differences in the way
native-Chinese speaking teachers and native-English speaking teachers
assess the relative seriousness of errors. Gravity judgment is part of any
accuracy eyaluation of FL performance since accuracy is determined by
error not oniy in terms of mere quantity, but also in terms of gravity
Foriy native-Chinese speaking teachers and 40 native-English speaking
teachers acted as evaiuators. They each made judgments on various types
of errors through a questionnairs Comparisons were made between their
jydgments on all errors and errors in three major areas; syntax, vocabulary
and discourse markers and mechanics.
This chapter will first present a descrition of the questionnaire
through which judgments were made, then a detailed comparison of the
fjudgments and lastly a discussion of the results of the comparison.
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5.1 Description of the nstrument
Items in the questionnaire in many ways resembled items discussed
in the two previous studies by James (1977) and Hushes and Lascaraton
(1982). While the errors in all the two studies were found in EFL learners'
written exercises, the present study tried to enlarge the range of error
types from those, restricted only to the sentential level in the two
previous studies to errors committed both within sentence and between
clauses or sentences functioning as discourse markers.
5.1.1 Content of the Questionnaire
Forty-two sentences were taken from the whole corpus of
compositions, containing errors typical of those made by the Chinese
learners (see Appendix 111). Corrections were made so that each sentence
contained only one error. These sentences were manipulated to provide
instances of errors of all four major types contained in the accuracy
count. Twenty-seven syntactic errors were chosen and presented in
sentences 1-27. Sentences 28-33 contained problems of lexical selection.
Four instances of errors in discourse were found, including three
conjunctions and a pronominal reference. 1n addition, there were three
misspellings, one puncutuation error and one capitalization error in
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sentences 37-42.
The errors were chosen against the error categories in Appendix l1.
Basically, one sample sentence representative oI_ each category was
selected. if errors of one type occurred in several situations or were
caused by different reasons, an example was chosen for each case. For,
example, three instances of misspellings were included (sentences 40, 41,
42). 1t was assumed that the error in 41 (standed) was caused by
overgeneralization, the one in 41 (weather) might be the result of
confusion of the two words whether and weather, whereas the error in 42
was simply a misspelled word.
5. 1.2 Evaluation Procedures
As in Hughes and Lascaratou (1982), the 42 sentences were presented
to 80 respondents with a request to judge the gravity of errors contained.
They were told that the sentences were taken from compositions written
by Chinese learners of English, and that in each sentence there was only
one error, which might be syntactic, lexical .semantic, or simply a
misspelling, a wrong punctuation or an inappropriate capitalization. The
respondents were asked to- assess the errors from the perspective of
written English.1 The respondents were required to:
(1) Underline the error if they thought there was one
(2) Assess the errors underlined on a four-point acceptability scale
(where ! was the most tolerabie and 4 the most serious). It was
also suggested that O should be used if they considered there was no
error at all.
(3) Explain, when assigning a score of four to an error, why they thought
it very serious by choosing one of the five reasons suggested
below;
(A) The error vioiates a basic rule of English Grammar;
(B) The error greatly affects intelligibility,
(C) The error affects the whole sentence structure;
(D) The error is highly unacceptable to a native speaker;
(E) Others (please specify).
5.2 Comparison of the Judgments Made by the Two Groups of Evaluators
The evaluators made judgments on the 42 sentences. However,
different e4rrors were located by evaluators both within and across groups
in seven sentences2, which were dropped for the comparison since they
were nt judging the same errors (some of the seven items will be brought
up for discussion later in this chapter.) Then the comparison was done on
the basis of the respondents' evaluation of the remaining 35 sentences,
which contained 24 syntactic errors, 7 errors in the use of vocabulary and
discourse and 4 errors in mechanics.
5.2.! Group Variation by Error Type
The judgments on errors in each of the three areas (syntax,
vocabulary and discourse markers and mechanics) were compared. The
- results' are reported below.
(1) Judcments on All 35 Errors
Points assigned-to all 35 errors by the two groups of evaluators are
given in Table 5:
Table 5
Points Awarded to All 35 Errors by the












As haooened in the ear1ter studies (see, e.g., games 1977 and Hughes
and Lascaraton 1982), the non-native English group-the Chinese group in
this study-- on the whole treated EFL learner errors less tolerantly, and
therefore assigned more points than did the native-English group.
Nevertheless, the noints awarrded to the errors by the Chinese evaluator s
did not differ in number significantly from those given by the English
speakers (the value of t= 1.12, which is not significant at p< 0.05 level).
Therefore, the nat ive-Chinese speaking evaluators and the native-English
speaking evaluators had a similar degree of sever:,ty in treating the 35
errors.
(2) Judgments on Syntactic Errors
Table 6





Tabie 6 suggests that the Chinese evaiuators did make more severe
judgments on syntactic errors than did the English raters, but their
judgments were not statistically different in the degree of strictness
(t»i.99) althouch the value of t is very close to the sianificant point
(t=2.02 when p is set at 0.05 level).
(3) Judgments on Lexical and Discouse Errors
Their iudqments on the lexical and discourse errors are reported in
.the follo'vvina table:
Table 7











Table 7 shows a tendency to slightly more leniency towards lexical
and discourse errors by the native-Chinese evaiuators than by the
native-English speakers. However, the tendency was fairly weak (value of
t= 1.16, not significant at p0.05 level). Again, the Chinese and English
evaluators had a similar treatment of lexical and discoure errors.
(4) Judaments on Errors in Mechanics
As indicated by the figures in Table 8, very similar attitudes towards
errors in mechanics were demonstrated between the evaluators of the two
lanouaqe aroups. Thev actually disagreed by only four and a half points
(t=0.15; which is not significant at p0.05 level).
Tabie 8












One needs to note that the results that have been presented represent
only some general tendencies for the Chinese and English evaluators as
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two lancuage groups. The results do not by any means imply that each
evaluator in either group followed the same pattern as his' group mates
when the task was performed, nor even a similar one. The group means and
standard deviations shown in each table give some information about the
great variations within the Chinese group, and the even greater variation
among the native-English speakers. For example, the native-English group
mean of the points assigned to all 35 errors was 81.95 with a standard
deviation of 18.77, which indicates significant disagreement on the
relative seriousness of errors of different types among the native-English
judges. Details of individual variations on these errors will be given in
Despite the differences, there was relatively high agreement on the
gravity of errors between the two groups of evaluators. The Pearson
product-moment correlation coefficient for points assigned to each of 35
sentences was 0.77, and the Spearman rank order correlation coefficient
was 0.55. These figures are higher than those in Hughes and Lascaraton's
study (1982).3 Points assigned to individual errors as well as the rank




individual Variation in the jucgments of.All 35 Errors
The histograms (see Figure 1) show the distributions of the points
assigned to all 35 errors by the 40 native--Chinese speaking and the 40
native-English speaking evaluators.
Figure l suggests several things of interest:
1) The range of the total points awarded by the Chinese evaluators was
61 and the range of points given by the English speakers was 71.
Hence, the variation in the points awarded by the native-English
speakers was greater than that by the Chinese evaluators
2) Whereas the majority of the Chinese assigned points within a narrow
range of 40 (70-110), the points awarded by the English evaluators
widely spread along the scale
3) The maximum number of points that could be assigned to 33 items
was 140. Taking 70 as the midpoint, only three Chinese assigned
points fewer than 70. By contrast, 13 English evaluators had totals of
points below 70, again suggesting their general tendency to leniency
4) Relatively speaking, the Chinese speakers on the whole showed
similar attitudes towards the errors judged. The native-English
speaking teachers roughly fell into two groups, one more tolerant
5.2.2
Figure 1: Distributions of Totals of Points Assinrw
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of errors (those who assigned fewer than 70 points), the other Jess
tolerant (those who assianed fewer than 80 points).
5.2.3 Reasons Given for the Most Serious Errors
Although no indication was given by the evaluators of the criteria
they miaht refer to for the judgment of all items, they were asked to give
explanations for the errors they considered as the most serious ones.
Details are reported in Talbie 9:
Table 9
Numbers of Explanations Given by the Evaluators
for the Most Serious Errors
Infriges a Basic Rule
Affects Intelligibility



















Table. 9 suggests that the Chinese evaluators had five times as many_
infringement as intelligibility whereas the English evaluators had nearly-
the same for each category and that the two categories together for the
English evaluators only slightly exceed t,he infringement category for the
Chinese evaluators- Obviously, the Chinese evaluators made reference-
mainly to infringement of rules. The chief criteria for the native-English
assessors in judging error gravity were the basicness of the rules violated
as weft as intelligibility of the sentences. At the same time, both sides
showed considerable concern with the acceptability of the items judged.
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5.3 Discussion
5.3.1 Discussion of the Results
in the last section, the judgments made by the Chinese and English
evaluators were compared from two angles: group difference by error type
and individual variation both between and within the two groups. While
the results showed great variation among individuals, there was relatively
nigh consistence in their perception of the gravity of the errors as two
language groups. They did not differ significantly in their judgments on the
errors either on the whole or at three specific levels (syntax, vocabulary
and discourse markers as well as mechanics) Discussion and
interpretation of these results will be given in the following sections.
5.3.1.1 Chinese and English Evaluators' Responses to FL Learner Errors
James (1977), Hughes and Lascaratou (1982) and Wong (1985) all
reported that native-English speakers are significantly more tolerant of
FL learner errors than non-native teachers. However, several other studies
judging L2/FL learner performance (such as those by van Naerssen snd
Riggenbach 1984 Galloway 1980 and Tucker and Sarof i m in van Naerssen
and Riggenbach 1984) have observed that, while the native speakers
appeared to be more lenient than the non-native speakers, this tendency
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was only weakly indicated in these studies. The findings of the present
study were closer to this position.
In regard to their judgments on errors of different types, the Chinese
evaluators and the English evaluators did not differ in 3 significant degree
in any of the three areas: syntax, the use of vocabulary and discourse
markers and mechanics. These results suggest that there was no
detectable difference in the treatment of errors operating on various
levels ekistinq between the Chinese and the English evaluators. Such a
finding seems to be contradictory to other observations, such as the
relatively wide_. disagreement on individual errors between evaluators of
the two language groups and the criteria they relied upon in the ratings.
These observations do indicate there were obvious differences in attitude
towards learner errors between the evaluators of the two 'language groups,
which were confirmed by the comparison of the two accuracy counts in
the previous chapter.
Comparing the results of the accuracy count and the results of the
error gravity judgment, one needs to note that there is difference between
the conditions in which the task of error identification in the accuracy
count and the task of error rating in the gravity judgment were performed.
While the two accuracy markers counted the errors in the contexts in
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which they occured, the gravity of errors was judged in a context-free
situation. Since context is important to the determination of how serious
an error is, both the Chinese and English evaluators might have had
different response patterns if the errors were judged in contextual i zed
environment.
Despite the fact that the Chinese and the English evaluators had
relatively high agreement on the points they assigned to the errors, some
differences could be identified in the way they judged those errors. There
was clear evidence from the marked questionnaire that many native-
English evaluators tried the sentences being judged in various contexts
before they decided whether an item was an error or not. A number of
comments were written, two of which are quoted below:
(a) I can find several contexts in which I can use this quite happily.
(b) I don't like it on stylistic grounds, but it isn't impossible!
No similar comments were given by any of the Chinese evaluators. by
contrast, they tended to highlight one usage that they felt most secure
about and to reject others that may be possible in the same context. The
following two examples may show the effect of the wider knowledge of
the English speakers:
Cad The' bus took long to come.
(b) it took the bus lonq to come.
While the English speakers seemed to take each of the two sentences as an
alternative of the other to express the same meaning, most Chinese
teachers only accepted the second sentence. Their disagreement on these
two examples was reflected in their judgments of the'first questionnaire
item:
( I) The bus was taking so long to come 4
Twenty-six out of the 40 Chinese evaluators underlined the whole
sentence as an error and assigned 92 points. Reasons were given in the
margin by several teachers, saying The right pattern should be it took the
bus.... Five thought it was possible and did not assign any points. By
contrast, only seven native-English evaluators rejected this usage. They
assigned 13 points to that'error'.
5.3.1.2 Criteria for the Error Gravity Judgment
The significant differences in what characterized the error gravity
evaluation were the ways by which the two groups of evaluators
approached the tasks involved.. While the major concern of the Chinese
teachers was grammatical accuracy of the language used, the
native-English speakers took into consideration both the form of the
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language and the message conveyed. This finding seemed to be consistent
with that of the accuracy count.
An indication of these differences can be seen from the explanations
given by the evaluators for regarding certain errors as the most serious
and so assigning four points. The Chinese evaluators made five times as
many judgments of the gravest errors infringing basic rules as .judgments
of errors affecting intelligibility whereas the English evaluators had
nearly the same for each category (see Table 9). Clearly, grammatical
rules were the major criterion for the Chinese evaluators the English
evaluators, on the other hand made reference to both rules and relative
comprehensibility.
A good example to illustrate the exclusion of comprehensibility as a
basic criterion by the Chinese evaluators is their judgments on the errors
in Sentences 20 and 28 in the questionnaire:
(20)Many people's faces were wet as I was.
(28)It began to rain. How to get rid of the rain? There were no places
to hide.
While the Chinese and English evaluators agreed on the two errors
contained--the misuse of 1 in (20) and the wrong selection of vocabulary
of etd in (28)--they differed a great deal in rating the two errors in
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terms of gravity. Sentence 20 was regarded as the second most serious
error among the 35 errors judged by the Chinese raters, yet it was ranked
12th by the native-English evaluators, who considered (28) as the second
gravest error. By contrast, (28) ranked only 22nd on the Chinese list (see
Appendix IV).
The different judgments on the two errors between the English and
the Chinese evaluators may provide evidence of the emphasis on rules by
the Chinese evaluators. Nevertheless, if we compare the two errors from
the semantic point of view, we may find that (28) is more serious in
it hard to understand the intendednature than (20) because it makes it
meaning of the writer out of context.
The criteria referred to by the- two groups of evaluators may reflect
their focus of attention in the error gravity judgment, which in turn
suggests their focus of attention in teaching. They seem to imply that
Chinese teachers tend to emphasize the syntactic aspect of the language
more than other aspects such as lexical and semantic issues either in
essay evaluation or in composition teaching. Grammar has been given
priority in the field of language education for many centuries. Even now
when the relationship between language as self-contained system and
language as communication is becoming over more prominent in current
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theory and practice in language teaching and learning, Chinese teachers
still tend to stress the importance of grammar to foreign language
learners, especially at the early stages of learning. There are a number of
reasons to account for this choice.
Firstly, the insistence on the stress of grammar results from the
Chinese educational tradition. By learning the Chinese tend to mean the
accumulation of knowledge and the reading of books rather than the
practical process of using the knowledge (Yu 1984). This is a principle
guiding the learning of most subjects language education is no exception.
A good language learner is someone who has a sound grasp of the
knowledge about the language and is able to use this knowledge to explain
various language points by answering detailed questions on sentence
structure, vocabulary and content of an English passage. Mastery of the
formal features of the language is considered to be necessary for every
college English major. Among these features, grammatical rules are of
prime importance.
Secondly., learning a foreign language in school or college is regarded
as a stage in laying the foundation for the whole learning process. A solid
foundation means a good grasp of the basic knowledge of the language
forms. The use of the language as authentic experience is only a later
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phase that follows language in instruction. This consideration would
inevitably lead to a focus on the training in form in language learning
objectives and pedagogical strategies.
Thirdly, as Chinese does not have the complicated formal changes in
sentence structure that English has, it would be necessary to have more
training focusing 'on the syntactic aspect of the language so as to make
these grammatical rules more automatic in use. In addition, compared with
those language learners in a second language setting where the
reinforcement of grammatical rules can be achieved through the actual
use of the language, Chinese learners of foreign languages--- have to-rely
relatively more on formal training.
Two other factors are probably responsible for the_tendencey by the
Chinese to discount the importance of the effect errors make on
comprehensibility of the students' writing. First, as mentioned in the
discussion in the last chapter, the errors did not seem to impair the
intelligibility of the texts for the Chinese teachers as much as they
appeared to for the native-English speakers because the understanding of
the meaning could be achieved with. the help of the native language the
Chinese teachers shared with the essay writers. Secondly,
comprehensibility refers to meaning, which is both linguistic and
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contextual or situational. If the linguistic meaning of a sentence is not so
difficult to judge, it is sometimes extremely hard for non-native-speaking
teachers to judge the sociocultural aspects of the language, not only
because they cannot personally experience the social norms and cultural
values that underlie the language, but also because these social norms and
12Y cultural values are rarely made as explicit as grammatical rules are. Being
aware of this fact, non-native teachers may feel insecure when dealing
with problems of this kind, and thus would often avoid making such
judgments unless there is an absolute need to do 30. On the other hand,
they would feel more comfortable making grammatical judgments since
there are rules to follow, and there is less demand for native speaker
intuitions as required in evaluating idiomatic expressions, lexical uses or
errors of style.
5.3.1.3 Seriousness of Individual Errors
The fact that grammaticality was the chief criterion used by the
Chinese evaluators does not mean that they thought all grammatical errors
were equally serious or all grammatical errors were perceived to be more
serious than errors of other types. A preliminary glance at the rank order
of the errors made by the Chinese teachers suggests (in Appendix IV) that
100
two types of errors in syntax appeared to be particularly less acceptable
to the Chinese evaluators. One type was that affecting a basic element of
a sentence e.g., the omission of the relativizer and the clause subject in
the following two sentences:
(7) Staring at the heavy rain, I was thinking of a scene had happened
a year before.
(2) After had played with my friends, I came back to school by bus.
The second type consisted of errors that infringe rules regarded as basic,
and that are expected to be mastered early in the learr..ing process e.g.,
like the misuse of t in (20) and the wrong noun phrase in (24):5
(20) Many people's faces were as wet as t was.
(24) We don't know how many time we should wait.
The above four errors were the four considered as particularly grave by
the Chinese teachers.
However, none of these was regarded as equally serious by the
native-English speakers. The only syntactic error in the other four most
grave errors as judged by English evaluators was Sentence 4.
(4) Suddenly it began to blow the wind at the same time, it began to
rain.
Blow 'in English can be both a transitive verb and an intransitive verb, but
is rarely used as a transitive verb when going with the word wind
Moreover, when blow the wind is used instead of the wind blows, the
word wind changes its subject position into an object, and this change
may cause semantic confusion and distorts the meaning of the phrase. This
is presumably the main reason why it was perceived by the English
evaluators to be a syntactic violation more serious than all other errors in
syntax evaluated in this study. In Chinese, however, blow wind 0 I
isa more usual expression though the wind is blowin; 11
is also used in certain contexts. Hence, blow the wind hardly leads to any
semantic confusion to Chinese readers, who would immediately recognize...
its meaning through direct translation. It is understandable why the
Chinese evaluators considered it to be a much less serious error than did
the English speakers....
Lexical errors have long been recognized as probably the most likely
cause of unintelligibility (Hughes and Lascaratou, 1982; Nickel, 1973).
Evidence for this recognition is provided by the judgments of the
native-English evaluators. There were two lexical errors among the first
four most serious ones:
(28) It began to rain. How to get rid of the rain? There were no
places to hide.
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(33) The bus was too crowded to promise more people to get on.
It is equally true that, while native-English evaluators tended to
treat lexical errors more severely than errors of other types,, they did not
regard -31 1 lexical errors as more serious than other errors. They made
very similar judgments with the Chinese teachers on the two lexical
errors in (30) and (31). Actually over 10 English speakers did not mark
them as errors at all. These two errors were regarded as less grave by
both the Chinese and English evaluators than all the other three lexical
errors and most syntactic errors.
(30) There were many long queues and l took part in one
(31) Many people were watered by the heavy rain.
Of these four lexical errors, get rid of in (28) is a fairly serious
problem because tit rid of carries the notion of volition. One can et ri d
of a person or thing which disturbs him by taking a volitional action, but
one cannot in the same sense remove a natural phenomenon like rain. But
(33), (30) and(31) are similar language problems all three represent the
use of neac but in oori to synonyms. These usages suggest that the
writer had several items in memory but, because the writer did not
understand the semantic restrictional rules on the various items(or
because, under the pressure of writing the writer forgot the rules or
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failed to apply them), he simply selected the wrong item. The native
speaker was not bothered by the inappropriate lexical substitution because
the item triggered the appropriate lexical item as-part of a lexis set
which existed for the reader. The different treatment of (33) might be due.
to the fact that it represents the most diffuse lexis set of the three
1 exi cal errors (30, 29, and 33). Or some native speakers thought prQmise-
was an inappropriate and mistaken item replacing intended permit. a
The 35 errors .included two errors on the discourse level. One i s an
omission of conjunction, which was considered relatively grave by the
English judges (ranked 15th) but relatively less grave by the Chinese
raters(ranked 23rd). Both groups treated the reference error fairly
leniently (ranked 23rd by the English raters and 30th by the Chinese).
Regarding the four errors in mechanics, except the misspelling in
(40), which was regarded as rather grave by the English speakers, almost
full consensus was reached between the Chinese and English evaluators.
These items received very similar numbers of points and had the same
rank order on the two lists. Together with a few other errors, such as a
misuse of an article, the errors in mechanics were treated as the least
serious among the whole sample of errors evaluated.
5.3.1.4 Differences in the Judgments among Evaluators in the Same
Language Groups
The results from the judgments of errors have shown great
differences in the perception of error gravity existing not only between
evaluators across language groups, but also among individual evaluators
within the same native language. Figure 1 (on p.88) shows a general
picture of the disagreement between teachers of English as evaluators. To
•make this point clear, judgments made by two Chinese and two English
raters are listed in Table 10 to provide an illustration of the wide
individual variation among evaluators within the same language groups.
Table 10
Individual Variation on 35 Errors
Native-Chinese Msf i uo~ r nnl i ch
Evaluators
: Diff ? mff ruf
m
No. 35 No. 15 Nai: No. n 3515 1217 3512 1517
Total Points Assigned 59 114 52 116 48% 88% 12 4%
Points Assigned to
syntactic Errors 39 82 32 82 52 6 i% 18 0
Points Assigned toLexical
and Discourse Errors 17 24 16 25 29i§ 88% 6% 4%
Points Assigned to
Errors in Mechanics 3 8 4 9 82% 88% 28% IIS
Total 118 228 104 232 482 55£ 152 52
Despite the fact that the four evaluators adopted similar criteria for
their judgments In terms of error types, evaluators 35 and 12 reacted to
those errors much more leniently than Evaluators 15 and 17, who assigned
approximatley two times as many points as that awarded by Evaluators 35
and 12 (460 total for 15 17 vs. 222 for 35 12).
The results have also suggested that the native-English judges
differed among themselves to a greater degree in their ratings than did the
Chinese evaluators. While the majority of the Chinese tended to be
relatively consistent as a group, two distinctive tendencies could be
identified among the English evaluators, relative leniency and relative
severity. The great variation in the points assigned to different types of
errors by the native-Egnlish speakers is not hard to understand; Since the
native-English speakers made use of both grammatical ity and
comprehensibility as their chief criteria to judge the gravity of errors,
judgments made by those who thought grammatical errors were more
serious than errors of other types were bound to achieve quite different
results from those made by judges who thought lexical errors to be most
severe. Since grammatically was the only major criterion for the Chinese
as a group, a smaller individual variation between errors of different
types seems to be logical and understandable.
Another four instances of judgments done by four English evaluators
may serve as good examples to explain this point:
Table 11
individual Variation on Different Types of Errors
Evaluators No.4 No.7 No.25 No. 31
Total points Assigned 45 87 112 6!
Points Assigned to
Syntactic Errors 30 49 80, 47I
Points Assigned to Lexical
and Discourse Errors 12 28 13 5
Points Assigned to
Errors in Mechanics 3 10 19 8
The points awarded by the four native-English speakers suggest:
(a) Evaluators 4 and 25 had similar attitude to lexical and discourse
errors. The leniency to errors in syntax and mechanics by Evaluator 4
led to a much smaller number of the total points than those assigned
by Evaluator 25.
(b) Evaluator 7 was similarly tolerant of syntactic errors and errors in
mechanics with Evaluator 31, but stricter with lexical and discourse
errors. This caused a disagreement of over 20 points between the two
judges.
5.3.2. Discussion of Limitations
Due to time pressure and other problems, this study of error gravity
judgment was limited in several ways. To begin with, the error items were
chosen from the compositions by the researcher. They were revised only
once, based primarily on three native-Chinese speakers' comments, before
being presented to the evaluators. Some of the items included in the
questionnaire items were not appropriate error examples for such a study.
The actual realization of this problem led to the deletion of seven
sentences from the comparison.
Moreover, since the evaluators varied in their opinions of what
constituted an error and how serious it was in certain contexts, the
instruction there is an error in each sentence was misleading and thus
might have had effect on the evaluators. Some evaluators might have tried
to find one even though they first thought there were no errors in some
sentences. It was also possible that some evaluators had to ignore errors
beyond the :20£. they were told was present in each sentence, in addition,
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the four explanations provided in the instructions for the most serious
errors were not adequatly defined and differentiated due to a desire to
shorten the questionnaire. These explanations seemed confusing to some
respondents, and that confusion might have led the evaluators to make
inconsistent and imprecise judgments.
Furthermore, sentences without context were chopped out from
stretches of the students' writing sample for the purpose of judging error
gravity. However, the understanding of these sentences to some extent
depended on the contexts in which they occurred. While most errors are
recognizable in the context of the sentences containing them, it is
difficult to make decisions on some items. Some structures which appear
ungrammatical out of context may be perfectly grammatical in some
contexts, and the relative ungrammaticality of a particular structure may
vary depending on changes in context.
Finally, as the instructions could not include detailed explanations on
every point, it was possible that the evaluators made their ratings based
on different interpretations of exactly what he had been asked to do and
of how the task was to have been performed. While most native-English
teachers were prosumabley familiar with such tasks, the Chinese
evaluators had relatively less experience in doing empirical language
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research studies, and it is possible that they had different ways in
approaching the evaluation task.
5.4 Summary
This chapter has presented the results of a comparison of error
gravity judgments made by 40 native-Chinese speaking and 40
native-English speaking evaluators on 35 errors. These errors, taken from
the student compositions which constituted the corpus for other parts of
this study, were intended to be representative of specific error types.
The Chinese evaluators on the whole reacted to the errors more
severely, and assigned more points to the 35 errors than did the
native-English evaluators. They also assigned more points to syntactic
errors, but fewer points to lexical and discourse errors. Nevertheless, the
two groups did not differ significantly in degrees of leniency when judging
these errors. The results have also shown that the Chinese and English
evaluators had similar response patterns to errors in mechanics. Though no
overall complete agreement on the relative seriousness of errors was
achieved, the comparison has suggested relatively high consensus between
the evaluators as two language groups.
As the markers in the accuracy count, the Chinese evaluators in the
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error gravity judgment were found to be concerned primarily with the
grammaticality of the sentences, and the English evaluators showed
considerations of both the form of the sentences and their meaning.
a
Moreover, the English evaluators seemed to be concerned with the contexts
in which the errors occured. They tried to put each decontextualized
sentence being rated in various situations where it might occur and to see
whether it was acceptable in any way to native-English speakers. The
Chinese evaluators exhibited less flexibility and tended to judge errors in
absolute terms.
A comparison of the points assigned to individual errors by the two
groups indicated that the Chinese evaluators regarded two types of
syntactic errors as most grave. One type was an omission of a basic
sentence element, and the other was a violation of rules that were seemed
basic to learners. The English evaluators considered more severe those
lexical errors that tended to impede the understanding of a sentence or
cause misinterpretation of the intended meaning. One syntactic error
which was regarded as particularly serious among the 35 err ors was a use
of a transitive verb where the intransitive case was called for. Neither of
the groups judged the two discourse errors to be particularly severe.
There was greatest agreement on errors in mechanics between the two
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groups. These errors were, regarded as the least serious when compared
with syntactic and lexical and discourse errors.
Just as the accuracy count showed wide disagreement on what an
error was between the two accuracy counters, the error gravity judgment
revealed great differences of opinion of how serious an-error was among
the evaluators. Relatively speaking, greater disagreement occurred within
the native-English group.
fM££
1. I am indebted to Dr. M. Van Naerssen and several questionnaire
respondents, who first brought to my attention some factors that may-
produce effects on the judgment of errors. In the first version of the
questionnaire, it was not made clear that the errors should be judged
from the point of view of written English.
2. ihe seven sentences are Items 1, 9, 11, 32, 35, 37 and 42 (see
Appendix ill).
3. In Hughes and Lascaratou's study, the Pearson Product-moment
correlation coefficient for points assigned to 32 sentences is 0.40.
The Pearson and Spearman correlation coefficients for points
assigned to eight error categories are 0.23 and 0.26 respectively.
4.! his is one of the seven sentences deleted for the comparison.
5. There are other possible interpretations of these two sentences. In
(20) it was assumed that the writer meant to compare the degree of
wetness of others' faces with his own faces and wrote i for mine.
But it is also possible to interpret the sentence as meaning a
_ comparison between others' faces and the whole person of the writer.
In this admittedly unlikely case, there is nothing wrong with the
sentence. In (24) both many times and much time would fit depending
upon the following context. In the contextless environment, much
time is the most obvious interpretation, but many times is another
possible alternative. The omission of the plural marker s on time
should not be considered as equally grave an error as the
substitution of many for much. In view of these alternative
interpretations, evaluators were asked to underline the errors they
were judging, in (20), 39 Chinese evaluators and 37 English evaluators
underlined 1, indicating that they chose the first possibility and
assumed that the writer wrote I for mine. In (24), all Chinese and 38
English evaluators underlined much while 2 English evaluators located
time instead.
1 am grateful to Dr. R. Kaplan, who reminded me of these alternatives.
5. Again, I owe this point to Dr. R. Kaplan.
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CHAPTER 6
RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN THE ACCURACY COUNT AND
THE HOLISTIC ASSESSMENT
The purposes of the previous two` chapters were to examine the
differences in the ways that Chinese and English teachers evaluate EFL
learner- compositions based on two error counts of 100 compositions and
,.8.0 ratings of ,the gravity of 35 errors. It is the concern of this chapter to
lay the ground work for the exploration of the following question:
Composition markers of the same first language would achieve higher-
inter-marker correlations than those of different first languages
regardless of the marking method.
Having assessed 100 compositions with an accuracy,count procedure,
it was necessary to adopt another procedure for the evaluation of the same
100 compositions so as to provide some way of comparing the marker's
performance when marking with the two separate procedures. In practice,
holistic grading has presented itself as the most widely used measure in
the evaluation of large numbers of writing samples. Hence, the second
procedure employed in this study was one of the holistic scoring measures:
the impression marking method. Three native-Chinese speaking and three
native-English speaking markers were selected to assess the compositions
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usina an impression marking mel thod. in the following sections the marking
instrument and procedures will be first introduced, and the assessments
of the compositions by the six markers will then be presented.
6.1 Holistic Marking of the Compositions
6.1.1 Marking Scheme and Training of Markers
The imoression marking scheme was developed primarily on the basis
of Kings study (1980). it included two parts. The first presented the
criteria against which the markers were required to rank the compositions
on a six-point scale. There were two major criterion areas: accuracy and
fluency, each covering a unique set of related sub-criteria. The key point
to this marking scheme was that the markers had to balance the two maior
areas. In other words, they had to try to give equal weight to accuracy and
fluency.
The second part included directions and principles to show how the
ranking should be done. It also included points requiring particular
attention from the markers. Basically, the 'markers were asked to read
each essay twice. On the first reading they would assign the scripts to one
of the. six groups on the second reading they were required to check the
scripts in each group to assure that they were truly comparable. The
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mar ers were advised to use all 6 points on the scale. A complete copy of
the impression marking scheme can be found in Appendix V.-
Training markers is one of the most crucial procedures and practices
developed to make holistic scoring a direct and reliable measure of
writing ability (White, 1985). The six markers selected to carry through
the holistic evaluation in this study were trained in two separate groups
with identical procedures. The first step in the training was to go
through the marking scheme with an immediate discussion afterwards to
make sure that each marker understood what exactly he/she was required
to do. The following step was to ask the markers to rank six -sample
essays.2 Then the markers compared their rankings with one another. They
discussed their differences till they were in close agreement on the
scores assigned and on what characteristics determined the scores (they
finally disagreed by no more than one point). The first ranking of the six
sample scripts by the six markers are shown in Appendix V. I t was
emphasized at the end of the training that a second round of vertical
checking should take place after the initial horizontal ranking (see the
impression marking scheme in Appendix V). In order to obtain six
independent assessments, the markers were warned that no further
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discussion regaring the scoring would be allowed after they began
marking.
6.1.2 Results of the Holistic Grading
The same 100 compositions were holistically assessed by six
markers in two language groups: the native-Chinese speaking group and the
native-English speaking group. The total grades given by the two groups
.and the group means and standard deviations are shown in Table 12:
Table 12






As a group, the Chinese were found to be slightly more lenient thar
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the English group. The two groups correlated 0.69 The following table
show s the group pattern of disagreement on individual scripts:
Table 13
Disgreement on individual Scripts between
the Two Groups of Holistic Markers
DisagreeddisagreedDisagreedIn Full
By 5 and More PointsBy3-4 PointsAgreement By 1-2 Points
6245020
Table 13 suggests that in 70% of the cases the two groups completely
agreed or disagreed by one or two points, and that around 30% of scripts
fell into the category where the markers disagreed by three or more
points, which means that each marker of one language group on the average
awarded at least one point more or one point fewer to an essay than a
marker of the other language group.
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6.2. Relationship between the Accuracy Counts and the Holistic Markings
The results of the accuracy counts and the holistic scorings have been
separately reported in Chapters 4 and 6. Now the two parts will be brought
together in order to see the performance of the three Chinese and three
English holistic markers in relation to that of the two error counters. 1 he
correlations of each accuracy count and the two group markings are given
in Table 14:
Table 14












It was assumed that the Chinese accuracy counter should have a
higher correlation with the Chinese hot istic markers than with the English
holistic markers and vice versa. Since the relative accuracy of the
compositions in this study was inversely indicated by the numbers of
errors found by each markers,3 the correlation coefficients should be
negative. High negative figures show. high correlations and, inversely, low
negative coefficients signify low correlations between the variables..
Table 14. indicates that the Chinese markers had the same correlation
figure as did the English markers, and that the correlation of the Engl i sh
error counter with the Chinese holistic markers was much lower than that
with the English holistic markers. The Chinese accuracy marker, however,
had a slightly higher correlation with the English group than 'with the
Chinese group
6.3 Discussion
6.3.1 Discussion of the Results
As suggested by the correlations in Table 14, the two accuracy
markers had the same correlation coefficient figures with the holistic
markers of the same language group while correlating the two error
countings with the holistic markers of the other group, the English marker
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had- lower correlation figure and yet a similar correlation was obtained
by the Chinese marker. These results did not meet the preconception that
markers of the same language background would achieve higher
correlations than would markers of different language groups.
The expectation of a higher inter-marker correlation between
markers of the same native language than that between markers of
different native languages stemmed from the assumption that a given FL
composition (e.g., an English language composition written by a Chinese
student) meeting the criteria of markers of one culture (e.g., Chinese
markers) does not necessarily meet the criteria of markers of another
culture (e.g., English markers).
As noted in Chapter 2, many studies on marker reliability in holistic
grading have attempted to determine why markers often assign widely
different scores to the same essay. The- answer seems to be quite simple
because most markers are not experts but language teachers. They have
their own personal backgrounds and value systems. While an essay is
supposed to be evaluated with the same criteria by different readers, the
application of these criteria relies on the interpretation of the readers
based on their experiences and common backgrounds. Even when markers
look, for the same qualities in an essay, they may have different
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understanding of what is good or bad. This difference may result from
variations among markers of various languages. For example, an essay
regarded as well-organized by Chinese markers is not necessarily
considered to be so by English markers since they have different patterns
of rhetoric and sequences of thought (Kaplan, 1966). Hence, all criteria are
value-laden, and usually embedded in a cultural context (Purves, 1984).
The fact that the marking results invalidate this assumption might
suggest that there were more similarities than dissimilarities between
the markers as two language groups. Nevertheless, care should be taken
when one refers to these results, due to the limitations of the study,
especially the low marking reliability of the holistic markers. Marker
reliability was important to this study in the sense that the reliability
and validity of the results were largely built upon how reliable the
scorings were. The erratic scores could obscure or even distort the
picture of resoondina patterns on both sides.
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6.3.2 Discussion of the Marker Rellabllty
The reliability of each marker in this study was tested by two
measures: a) the preflciency test scores (an external measure) 4 and b) the
mean of the correlations of a particular marker with all his fellow
markers (an internal measure). The mean proficiency test correlation with
each marker and the mean inter-marker correlation were 0.36 and 0.43
respectively (see Appendix VIO. These figures compared unfavourably
with the usual impression marking range of 0.50-0.70 in Hong Kong. A•
detailed examination suggested three speci:`ic causes of the individual
marker variations on the compositions.
Firstly, the markers were required to give half weighting to accuracy
in their assessment. They might have failed to agree on the relative
accuracy of each composition. The accuracy of the compositions was
assessed not by counting the numbers of the errors appearing in the
essays, but rather by estimating their effects on the students' ability to
convey ideas. Hence, the number of errors combined with the severity of
each error was taken into account to estimate how accurate an essay was.
As the six holistic markers were not involved in the accuracy count, there
was no way to find out the extent to which they might have disagreed over
the numbers of errors contained in each script. Since a wide discrepancy in
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opinions of error exists among language teachers (Green and Hecht,1984
and also the results of the accuracy count in this study), disagreement
over the quantity of errors in the compositions between the six markers
was also expected.
With reference to the gravity of errors, it has already been noted in
5.3.1.4 that the Chinese and English evaluators tended to treat the s a m e
error with a different degree of severity. The same was true of the six
markers, who also served as six error gravity evaluators in this study and
made judgments on the 35 errors. When they did agree on an error, then
very often they disagreed on its severity. Table 15 shows the scale of
disagreement for the six markers.
As a group, the Chinese markers assigned a total of 259 points to the
35 errors --105 points more than did the English markers. C52 and CS3
awarded twice approximately as many points as were awarded by NS 1 and
NS2. There were also unequal degrees of difference between markers of
the same language groups. Clearly, the disagreement both over the quantity
of errors and the gravity of errors between the individual markers was an
important factor in the low inter-marker reliability.
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Table 15
Disagreernet on the 35 errors Among









Secondly, there might have been no common basis among the markers
for assessing the positive aspects of what was defined as fluency in this
study e.g., the effectiveness of and interest in the ideas communicated,
the organization of the essays and the appropriateness of the language
used. It can be assumed that there were differences between the markers
of the two language groups. In the previous two chapters, a number of
examples were given to show the different effects on the markers
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produced by the influences resulting from the students' first language and
culture from the language point of view. Mother-tongue influences over FL
compositions are usually not confined to the level of the elements of a
language they often have effects on other aspects such as the rhetorical
structure and the pattern of organization (Kaplan, 1966). Thus, it was
quite possible for the Chinese and the English markers to evaluate the
aspects of fluency of the compositions from different angles and so make
different responses.
Thirdly, the markers may not have had a common system for
converting their judgments of different aspects into grades. The abilities
required in a marker to objectively assess the qualities of various aspects
of an essay and to appropriately convert the assessments into grades are
what is referred to as the competence of a marker. Competence is perhaps
one of the most important factors influencing essay grading. The low
standard of marking revealed in the study may indicate that most markers
still lacked a basic level of competence needed in a qualified reader of
essays.
Studies on holistic evaluation. of essay examinations indicate that
training graders to use the holistic scale affects their evaluations in
general and the reliability of their essay grading in particular.
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Sweedier--Brown (1985)peported that the amount of experience ana
training a marker has significantiy affects the reliability of his
evaluation. Lack of experience and In-adequacy of training might be a
second factor that contributed to the inconsistency in marking.
The third factor is concerned with the instrument, or the marking
method. At this time, there is still some uncertainty as to how reliable a
holistic measure can be W hite, 1984). Researchers such as Cooper (1977)
reported that holistic scoring reliability can be as high as 0.90 or higher,
and yet it was rarely made clear how these figures were derived, and
whether this reliability range was practical for teachers at the basic
level as essay readers. Generally speaking, holistic grading does yield
reasonably reliable scores- However, one cannot ignore the fact that most
essays, if rescored by the same readers, would probably receive different
scores, even in well controlled reliability studies.
6.4 Summary
This chapter has shown the correlations of the accuracy counts with
the holistic assessment by markers of the two language groups. These
correlation coefficient figures do not meet the expectation that
composition markers of the same first language would achieve higher
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inter-marker correlations than those of a different first language
regardless of the marking method.
One hundred compositions written by Chinese EFL learners were
assesed by four native-Chinese speaking markers and four native--English
speaking markers using two different' marking methods. One Chinese
marker and one English marker evaluated the compositions relying
exclusively on counting errors made in each essay. The remaining six
markers evaluated the compositions in terms of both accuracy and fluency
on the basis of global impression. Correlations of the two error counts.
with each of the two teams of impression markers were calculated. While
the English error counter had a higher correlation with the English
impression markers than with the Chinese impression markers, the
reverse was found to be true with the Chinese error counter.
Turning to the holistic assessment of the compositions, it was found
that most markers did not achieve an expected standard of marking
reliability. One possible factor to account for this phenomenon might be
concerned with the inexperience of the markers in using the impression
marking procedure to assess students' compositions. This might in turn
indicate that the training of markers was inadequately done due to the
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short length of time spent on the training, and thus a longer period of
training should have been considered for such a, study.
Notes
!. The six holistic markers were trained in two croups. The Enalish
markers were trained by fir. R. King, senior officer of the Hong Kong
Examinations Authority, a trainer of readers for the Hong Kong
Certificate of Education English language Examinations. The Chinese
markers were trained by Dr. 5. McKay of San Francisco State
University, who is experienced both in teaching and evaluating FL
compositions.
2. in a large-scale test, the sample essays used for training markers are
generally chosen either by the chief examiner or by a panel of
specialists In charge of the test, in the case of this study, it was
difficult for the researcher to select six sample scripts that would
reflect the whole range of the performance of the student writers and
that woqld be each representative of a point on the ranking scale.
Hence, another set of six compositions were used, which were not
chosen from the 100 essays in this study but which were written by
Hong Kong students on a similar topic for a Hong Kong Certificate of
Education English language Examination. They servec as sample papers
for training markers by the Hong Kong Examinations Authority. For this
point, the researcher consulted Mr. R. King, who provided the six sample
scripts.
3. The numbers of errors used for the correlations are the adjusted
figures after the conversion of the global errors and the adjustment
of the accuracy count for I I essays containing fewer than 200 words.
4. As one of the major findings in King's study (1980), the proficiency
test scores (referred to as the multiple choice paper scores) were
claimed to be a valid indicator of marker reliability. A proficiency test
was given to all composition writers in this study. The test paper was
set by Hong Kong Examinations Authority for the Hong Kong Certificate
of Education Examination in 1984. The correlations of the proficiency
test scores were used as,an external criterion to test the reliability





This study investigated the differences between native-Chinese
speaking and native-English speaking teachers in evaluating English
language compositons written by 100 EFL students in China. Throughout
the study, the emphasis of the investigation was on the description of the
marking performance of native-Chinese speaking teachers as compared
with that of native-English speaking teachers. The investigation included
three sub-studies and involved four native-Chinese speaking and four
native-English speaking composition markers and 40 native-Chinese-
speaking and 40 native-English speaking error gravity evaluators. Two
markers assessed the accuracy of the compositions by counting errors
made in each composition. These compositions were each re-marked by the
remaining six markers based on global impression of the qualities of both
accuracy and fluency. The 80 error evaluators made judgments of 42 errors
selected from the students' compositions.
In order to achieve a detailed comparison between the two accuracy
counts, all errors marked by the two accuracy markers were tabulated and
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classified into four major types: syntactic errors, lexical errors,
discourse errors and errors in mechanics. Among the syntactic errors,
those more serious ones that made the whole sentence or clause either
syntactically aberrant or semantically incomprehensible were
differentiated from the others and labeled as global errors. The
comparison of the two accuracy counts revealed that the native-Chinese
speaking marker marked significantly more errors in syntax and mechanics
than did the.native-English speaking marker and that, on the other hand,
she indentified fewer global errors and lexical and discourse errors than
did the English marker. These results suggest that, while the Chinese
speaker tended to mismark some appropriately-used syntactic and
mechanical items, she tended to underrate or overlook certain global._
lexical and discourse errors.
Regarding the gravity judgments of errors, the 40 native-Chinese
speaking evaluators treated the errors slightly more severely than did the
native-English speaking evaluators- They were also found to be more
severe with syntactic errors but slightly more lenient towards lexical and
disourse errors. Nevertheless, they did not differ significantly from the
native-English evaluators in their judgments of errors at any level. In
addition, the two groups of evaluators made very similar ratings when
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responding to errors in mechanics.
Despite individual differences in deciding what an error was and
how serious it could be, the accuracy count and the error gravity j udgment
revealed that the performance of markers from the same language group
shared characteristics that were specific to that group, such as the
criteria they referred to and the focus of attention. However, when
comparing the marking performance of the two accuracy counters with
that of the six impression markers, it was found that the Chinese accuracy
marker achieved a slightly higher correlation with the three English
impression markers than with the three Chinese speakers, although the
English speaking accuracy counter had a much lower correlation with the
three Chinese impression markers than with the three English impression
markers. This finding rejects the assumption predicting that markers of
the same first language would achieve higher inter-marker correlations
than markers with different first language backgrounds.
While the results suggested differences in the way the
native-Chinese speaking and native-English speaking markers evaluated
EFL compositions, there were some similarities between markers from
the two ethnolinguistic groups in their opinions and assessments in
several aspects. To begin with, the judgments of the seriousness of errors
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made by the 80 evaluators correlated at 0.77 they did not differ at a
statistically significant level in their ratings of errors at any level.-While
there seemed to be less consensus between the two accuracy counters
than between the error evaluators,in fact the correlation between the two
markers was 0.72 which also indicates a relatively high agreement.
Finally, although great individual variations in evaluating both the aspects
of accuracy and fluency of the compositions resulted among the six
holistic markers, the correlation among them was 0.69 when they were
combined as two language groups, still implying a certain degree of
agreement in respect to their percept ion of the general merits of the
compositons. Since the major focus of this investigation was on the
differences beween Chinese and English teachers evaluating English
language compositions, no further -discussion will be provided as to
whether the similarities exceeded the dissimilairites or vice versa
between the markers of the two ethnolinguistic groups.
7.2 Conclusions
In the light of the results revealed in the accuracy count and error
gravity judgment, two major conclusions will be drawn regarding the
evaluation of compositions by teachers teaching a foreign language.
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7.2.1 Reliability of Accuracy County A Reconsideration
An attempt was made in 43. l to propose a reconsideration of the
accuracy count method as an objective measure of essay tests. At this
point it seems useful to pursue that argument further in- order to clarify
some of the underlying' issues. Traditionally, the most widely practised
scoring procedure for tests of writing was the feature coountinq method
which required markers to assess compositions against an inventory of
separate features, such as content, organization, command of language,
accuracy, etc. (see King 1980). Accuracy was measured by counting errors.
Today 3ccur3cy count procedures are still used in some tests and some
research studies e.g. the study- by Perkins (1980), who adopted an
accuracy count measure to determine the reliability of holistic
evaluations. Obviously, the accuracy count was contrasted with the
holistic evaluation method as an objective measure versus a subjective
measure. This common belief does not seem to hold water as the accuracy
count in practice, is not objective, but in fact can be as subjective as
any holistic marking. Reasons for this argument will be given with
reference to the performance of the markers observed in this study.
Firstly, as suggested by the comparison of the marking results of the
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two error counters in this study and other similar studiesfeg, Green 200
Hecht 1984), markers tend to disac-ree- on .shat an error is, and therefore
will generally mark a different number of errors it Lhe same essay. There
are three major factors to account for this disagreement these will be
briefly discussed.
One of the factors is the variation between the languages that each
speaKer speaks. Errors are deters n i ned against the marker's competence in
the language concerned. As markers come from different places and have
different backgrounds, the language each uses appears to differ to some
degree from that of others, even among native speakers.
The second factor is due to the distance between markers and
composition writers. The evaluation of a student composition, to a large
extent, has to be based on guess work and inference as to what the
markers are unaware of the writer's personal experiences and cultural
background that lie behind a composition and this is usually the case in a
large scale examination. This problem can be even more prominent in the
situation of markers from one culture evaluating compositons written by
students of another. As errors in context is determined by what the author
is trying to say, correct decisions on some errors can only be made before
author,s intention might be, (Purve 1984l Oller 1979),particuiarly if
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the aui ncr s Intended meaning is derived. Wrong guesses are bound to lead
to wrong-decisions.
The third factor relates to the fact that markers have their own
preconceptions and preferences which result from differences in training,
profession and culture. Those markers trained in editing may pay more
attention to mechanical features of the languate than others. Likewise,
markers who regard grammar as more important than other features w i l l
probably emphasize grammatical points and may overlook errors in other
areas. Other factors may play a role. The three mentioned above are
suggested on the basis of the observations of the markers` performance in
this study.
Secondly, the notion that accuracy can be defined solely in terms of
quantity of errors without reference to gravity of errors constitutes a
very narrow perception of the role of error in any definition of accuracy.
Errors differ from each other significantly in terms of severity. Despite
the disagreement over the seriousness of individual errors between the
Chinese-and the English speaking evaluators, the 'Judgments made by both
groups suggested that errors cannot be treated on equal basis. Thus it is
inaccurate to determine the accuracy of an essay simply by counting the
number of errors it contains, and then to take that number as an index of
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accuracy for the purpose of comparing one essay with another
Due to these two problems with the accuracy count procedure, it
may be more appropriate to take the accuracy coun as a Subjective
measure rather than as an objective one. Ti-,is does not mean that
accutacy countlng cannot be used as a measure for essay tests.
Reliabliiity is only relative, and up to now the various measures can yield
only approximations of writing ability levels. Much research on essay
testing has been devoted to the discussion of the reliability of holistic
scoring, but people take for granted that measures like the acc:U17acy
count can be used with safety, and overestimate their reliabilities,
ignoring their limitations. Clearly, there is a need to reconsider these
scoring measures if they are to be used responsibly.
7.2.2 Differences between Chinese Speaking and English Speaking
Teachers in Their Evaluation of EFL Compostions
Specific dissimilarities between the Chinese and the English speaking
teachers were discussed in Chapters 4 and 5. To sum up these discussions,
one may say that the Chinese markers differed from the English markers
in four major ways. Firstly, the primary concern of the Chinese speaking
markers seemed to be with the formal features of the language. They
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tended to concentrate on whether the sentences were grammatical, and
thus the compositons were evaluated from a formal perspective. Cn the
other hand, the English markers were interested in-what the student was
trying .to say, and the language was examined from a functional point of
view. Secondly, while the Chinese markers relied on grammaticality as
their major evaluation criterion, the English markers made reference to
both grammaticality and comprehensibility. Thirdly, the Chinese markers
tended to judge within the boundaries of a sentence to determine whether
an error existed and how serious it was, whereas the English markers
relied-more on-the context in which the error occurred. Finally, the Chinese
markers appeared to treat the errors in absolute terms while the English
markers treated them relativistically,--
These differences in assessing compositions may result from the
differing conditions under which the language was acquired by the
markers. Unlike the English markers, who acquired the language in early
childhood, the Chinese markers learned it through formal classroom
teaching later in life, and under the conditions where sources of natural
language input were insufficient. I n the process of assessment, each group
treated the language in a way that reflected the learning mode in which
they had learnt it.
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Referring to these differences between native-Chinese and
native-English speaking teachers evaluating English language
compositions, one needs to bear in mind that a majority of the Chinese
subjects used in this study were young teachers of English in China.
Relatively speaking, they were less experienced both in teaching and in
scoring students' compositions. From the language point of view, some of
them might still not have acquired a proficiency that a native-English
speaking teacher has. Since those factors are variables that tend to
influence the performance of a teacher as a composition scorer, different
findings and observations may have been obtained if more experienced
teachers were used as subjects in this study.
The growing interest in the comparative study of evaluation of the
learners' written performance must be seen in connection with the efforts
to objectify measuring and grading achievement in language testing at an
international level. The reality that FL teachers, like FL learners, come
from different language communities has led to the question of whether
teachers differ significantly across languages in their approaches to
evaluating learner achievement in written communication, and of whether
and how these differences .may effect the ways of FL teachers teach
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and evaluate composttons For many years, linguists, researchers and
composition teachers have explored -these problems from different
perspectives. As early as the 60's} Kaplan (1966) illustrated the
differences in language composition teaching approaches from the point of
view of rhetorical patterns and literary traditions embedded in various
languages and cultures. More recently, a number of studies have examined
native and non-native judgments of deviant sentences collected from
compositions written by FL students of differing language backgrounds.
The present study enlarged the scope from the comparison of evaluation on
sentence level to the evaluation of both sentence level errors and
discourse errors in full-length compositions. While the present study has
pointed to some similarities among teachers from different
ethnolinguistic groups, it has also revealed dissimilarities in patterns of
response to learners' written communication which are likely
to decrease the reliability of essay assessment. Awareness and
recognition of these differences are the first steps to achieve higher
reliability in testing practice. It is hoped that such a study will help FL
teachers to achieve a better understanding of various approaches to
composition evaluation, and of how these approaches may affect the way
of instruction in writing. It is also hoped that, by comparing their own
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assumptions with others.FL teachers will make efforts to recuce the
lnfluencies resulting from the differences of languages and cultures.
7.3. Suggestions for Further Research
1. Up till now, comparison of evaluation of FL composition by
teachers across different languages and cultures remains a largely
unexplored area of research. The present study may be the first
investigation into the differences between the assessments of full-length
compositions by native-Chinese speaking and native-English speaking
teachers. More studies along the same line will be needed to substantiate
the observations and validate the findings obtained from the existing
studies.
2. Wong (1985) reported that the exposure to a foreign language
setting is an influential factor affecting language teachers in their
acceptability of learner performance in the same language setting. Since
the majority of the native-English speakers who served as evaluators in
the present study had taught Chinese speaking students for a period of
time either in Hong Kong or in China, their familiarity with the
performance of the learners might have in some way influenced their
evaluation. It would be necessary and instructive to conduct studies that
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compare the evaluations of Chinese speaking. teachers with those of
English speaking teachers who have never been exposed to a
Chinese-speaking community of students.
3. Because of time constraints,., this study focused mainly on
comparing the evaluation of accuracy by the two groups-of teachers.-To
have a better understanding of the differences in assessing learner
achievement in English language compositions, comparative studies
involving fluency evaluation by teachers across languages, particularly by
native-Chinese speaking and native-English speaking teachers are needed.
4.Tre data utilized in the study of error gravity judgments were
decontextualized language errors presented through sentences in isolation.
Because linguistic context can be crucial to the interpretation of the
intended meaning, it would be important to present various types of errors
in context and then to compare error gravity judgments in the
contextualized versus the decontextualized environments.
The present study is a tentative attempt both in the comparison of
composition evaluation and research methodology. Future studies that
take the above suggestions into consideration can offer us a more
insightful perception of teaching and evaluating FL writing.
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The present study was designed to detect the differences in the way
native-Chinese speaking and native-English speaking teachers assessing
English language compositions. lt was hypothesized that there wouid be
differences between teachers of these two language groups. Firstly i t
was anticipated that native-Chinese speaking markers would mark more
syntactic errors but fewer global, lexical and discourse errors in the
same essays than would native-English speaking markers. Secondly, it was
anticipated that native-Chinese speaking raters would be stricter with
errors on the whole and err ors on the syntactic level in particular and that
they would be more lenient towards lexical and discourse errors than
would native-English speaking raters. Finally, it was also anticipated that
native-Chinese error counters would correlate more highly with
native-Chinese holistic markers than with native-English holistic markers
and vice versa.. What has been demonstrated, though the sample size was
too small and there were too many restrictions on, the research to make
any definitive claims, is that basically the preliminary presuppositions
are confirmed. it is surprising that Chinese evaluators were more lenient
towards students' language errors than anticipated in the error gravity
judgment. What is even more surprising is the amount of difference among
raters in the individual language groups. All of this suggests that, while
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composition tests may be useful in some contexts, there are clearly some
contexts in which they may be less appropriate.-- Further it -appears: that
mixed groups of raters from the native and target language populations
may disagree to a considerable degree on .the fluency of compositions and
that the grading of composition tasks remains a highly subjective area.
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APPENDiX!
ACCURACY COUNT: MARKING SCHEME
Arn irprvLJ?wcJfei..s»iL.kcL.
This is assessed by the number of the errors that appear in the
first 200 words in each composition.
You are first asked to distinguish global errors from local erros.
Global errors are to be underlined with wavy lines. Amonc the local ones,
syntactic errors are to be indicated by underlining, lexical and discourse











Repeated errors should be further marked with the letter R, and only the
original error is to be counted. After having marked each essay, give the
total number of errors, the number of global errors, local errors, syntactic
errors and lexical and discourse errors respectively.
Global errors: Errors of this type include two categories:
1)
21
The sentence or clause is totally unintelligible,
e.g. (The driver had already been no work.) This was the last times.
The structure of the whole sentence or clause is aberrant,
including sentence fragment.
e.g. People ail were full of speed to drive for the bus.
Local errors: A local error should fall into one of the following categories:
Syntrtir
1) Subject or verb missing;
2) Wrong verbobject compliment
3) Wronq formation of relative clause
4) Wrong formation of degrees of comparison
5) Wronq number:
6) Wrong agreement;
7) Wrong quantity words;
8) Wrong prepositions;
9) Wrong articles;
1 d) Wronq word order;
1 1) Wronq'parts of sceecn
12) Wrong tense;
13) Wrong voice;
14) Wrong verb formation;
Lexical and discourse errors:
15) Wrong choice of wordphrase;







ACCURACY COUNT: ERROR TYPES: DEFINITIONS AND EXAMPLES
r nrrp LabelDefinition
1 Whole sentence or clause unintelliqible
Sentence or clause is totally unitelligibie. Some may be
grammatically well formed, but out of sense in the context.
It made me to get there to waste a lot of time. (042)
The driver had already been no work. This was the last
times. (002)
2 Overall structure of the sentence or.clause aberrant
Major reconstruction is needed to approximate standard
English; no identifiable or obviously correctable structural
feature could readily be changed to produce a grammatical
clause or sentence.•
Examples:
People all were full of speed to drive for the bus. (034)
In the case there was difficult for people to look forward
their direction clearly. (094)
3 Sentence fragment
A unit with a capitalization and full stop set up as a
sentence but which is either a dependent clause or a
disconnected phrase.
Examples:
Suddenly another thunder. (023)
One evening of the sum.mr_Jn.llQiitti££D- (032)
4 Subject or verb missing (error in sentence structure)
Clause is produced with obvious verb, but no subject can
be recocnized; clause is oroduced with obvious subject, but
no verb is attached to subject.
Examples:
But half an hour had passed., no bus__at all. (023)
The bus didn't come for a long time. Now the aueue_J oncer
and longer. (042)
Verbobject compliment
Intransitive verb used as a transitive verb, or the reverse;
compliment of a verb or preposition is in a wrong form.
. Example
Everyone seemed to be waiting anxiously for a bus...I joined
and stood at the end of the queue. (004)
Being forced to giving up the thought ongoing home, i was
verv much amoved. (06 i)
6 Relative clause formation
A relative clause only partially formed; a relative clause
is called for by context but appears incorrectly formed.
Examples:,
Staring at the heavy rain, I think of a scene happened
year ago, which struck me deeply. (024) l;
i had just come back from a place which 1 had been there for
a long time. (017)
7 Degrees of comparison
A required comparative or superlative adjectiveadverb is
omitted, or a wrong form is used.
The air became much more hotter and my clothes were all
wet with sweat. (057)
Vhen 1 arrived at the bus-stop, to my surprised, there were
too many people than i had expected. (030)
Number
A plural noun is required but plural morpheme is not shown;
a word is presented in plural form where singular is
required.
Eixamaiks:
But we still stood there, enjoying the cool rains and
laughing at those people. (036)
A bus which was full of people was coming, but an old
oeoole were crossing the street. (094)
Q Word form
A particular word is presented as an inappropriate part of
speech in the context
Fvornn 1 pq-
I had to stand in the end with oat lent. (003)
We had to stand in the raining. (075)
10 Possessive case
Omission of's' of a noun used as possessive; or the's is
misplaced. A personal pronoun is used instead of a
possessive adjectivepossessive pronoun.
Examples:
Piease let this little boy stand with you under you umbrella.
(050)
i will go to my mother home to spend the weekend. (020)
11 Agreement
A pronouna quantifier used does not agree in number with
its noun referent.
Examples:
They had to stand behind, looking at this young men. (014)
A lot of pedestrains were running from even directions
straight towards the bus-stop. (049)
12 Quantity word
A word showing quantity is used incorrectly, or in an
inappropriate form.
Eamoks:
We didn't know how many time we should wait. (024)
In the back of us was a lonci and hi ah wall. There were
less trees. (013)
13 Prepositions
A required preposition is omitted, or a preposition appears
where it is not called for; An inappropriate form is used
instead of the right one. i
He pointed us, They haven't any rain-wool. (027)
On the streets, workers coming from work were hurrying
foot or by bike. (049)
14 Articles
A required article is absent; an article is provided where
none is allowable; aanthe is substituted for the other
tvo in a required context.
Examples:
Yet the bus didn't come. A wind began to blow. (012)
An young girl is crossed by a motor car. (85)
15 Word order
One word or whole phrase appears in an inappropriate
place in a sentence.
When I got to the bus-stop, there were already standing
many people. (010)
i i i Wjf u: i U( i V. UUI'w?V i 1 Ci U. Y.V, ,U s-J V-1 1 'w v. i» i i w»WjU.
16 s snse
Verb tense is inapDrooriate for context.
Exampias:
When we came back to the bus-stop in Bel iinn Zoo, it had
been nine o'clock in the evening. (034)
So we got there and stand at the end. (026)
17 Voice
Active is used where passive is required, or the reverse.
Examples:
At last she was agreed to stand before an old woman, the
seventh. (004)
I looked at these people at the bus-stop. They _divided
into three parts (groups). (060)
18 Verb formation
Tenses requiring auxiliaries are incorrectly formed; modal
is followed by something other than the base form.
EMIBJlks::
The young woman could not took (off) her coat. (09!).
It is going to rain and! must to buy one. (032)
19 Subject-verb agreement
A verb is used that does not aaree in number with its
subject noun phrase.
Examples:
As it was very hot there was many many people in the
street. (024)
The doors of the bus ms. shutted. (007)
20 Two-word verb
Two-word verb is required, but preposition or abverbia!
particle is either missina or is incorrect.
Suddenly it began to rain slightly, but people didn't care it,
(006)
i was too weak to get on the bus, and had to wait another
one. (090)
9 i Wordphrase choice
A single word or phrase is used in an inadmiss 1 bie way in
the discourse. A choice of a word does not fit in the
• context; or an apparent direct translation from native
lanquaae.
Examples:
It (the bus) was too crowded to promise more people dot
in. (008)
To everybody's disappointed, there was no shadow of a bus.
(035)
22 Ambiguousunlocatable referent
A pronoun is used where no referent can be traced; a
pronoun is used for which more than one NP appears possible
as antecedent.
Examples:
I had been waiting for 20 minutes and it was now a long
queue. (022)
The mother moved slowly forward after some hesitation.
The queue became ordered and quiet again when they made
sure that the boy were at the head. (041)
9 9 Conjunction
A conjunction is presented, but redundant; a required
conjunction is not used where it is called for; an
inappropriate conjunction is substituted for another
required one.
E'vrpnl pc;-
Because of the long way to go, s.Q I only went there by bus.
(40)
} was about to speak, an army man came. (1 1)
24 Soeilinq
A word Is misspelled caused by different factors such as
overgeneralization, confusion or failure of memorization.
Examples:
We standee! there and said nothing. (027)
On the QDposit of the street, two young poineers were
playing with a ball. (070)
25 Punctuation
A mark of punctuation is not used where it is called for; a
mark of punctuation is inserted where none is needed, or it
is incorrectly used.
Examples:
When! looked into sky__dark clouds covered the moon and
stars. (099)
Because we were girls_ we failed. (067)
26 Capitalization
A capitalization Is not used at the beginning of a sentence;
a capitalization appears where it is not needed.
EaamRlfes;
Knowing! was allowed to enter the Institute of
international Relations, How happy i was. (036)
Some young people ran in the first two women had baby in
their arm. (075)
APPEND!X ii!
ERROR GRAVITY JUDGMENT: QUESTIONNAIRE ITEMS FOR
ASSESSMENT OF ERROR GRAVITY
1. The bus was taking so long to come.
2. After had played with my friends, 1 c Ci) I 0 ba ck i0 scnooi oy bus.
3. Half an hour passed, no bus at all.
4 Suddenly it began to blow the wind; at the same time, it began to
rain.
5. Being forced to giving up the thought of going home, i was very
much annoyed.
6. After a moment it began rain heavily.
7. Staring at the heavy rain, 1 was thinking of a scene had happened
a year before.
8. i just came back from a place where i had been there for a long
time.
9. With time going on,! forgot many things, but this small thing I
still remembered.
10. So 1 got there, and stand at the end of the queue.
11.1 ran through the people who hid from the rain in a shop.
12. At last she was agreed to stand at the head of the queue.
13. The young woman could not took off her coat because she was
carrying a child in her arms.
14 It is going to rain and I must to buy an umbrella.
15. There were too many people than! had expected.
16.! couldn't move my head, neither did the others.
17. When i got there, there was a lot of people standing in a long
queue at the bus-stop.
18. They didn't deem to care the rain.
19.! stood at the back, looking at this young men.
20. Many people's faces were wet as i was.
21. It was not long before 1 felt boring.
22. Across the road some people were buyinq ice-creams.
23. I had waited for half an hour, but not a bus appeared.
24. We didn't know how many time we should wait.
25. They didn't seem to care what time was it.
26. They pointed us and said something.
27. The lights on the both sides of the street were hit up.
28. It began to rain. How to get rid of the rain? There were no places
to hide.
29. To my disappointment, there was no shadow of a bus.
30. There were many long queues and! took part in one.
31. Many people were watered by the heavy rain.
32. The air was too close, and it was mixed up with the strong smell
of petrol.
33. the bus was too crowded to promise more people to get on.
34. 1 lived in a small town. There were few buses, and the bus-stops
were always full of people, i was tired of it whenever 1 waited
for a bus.
35. I wanted to be home as 1 had a long way to go.
36. 1 was about to speak, an army man came.
37. The bus was not crowded but it rained heavily. However, the
people all pushed forward toward the bus.
38. There were a lot of people at: the bus-stop, I stood at the end of
the queue.
39. It was qettino dark, few people were walking in the street.
40. We standee! there and said nothinq.
41. They didn't care weather it would rain or not.
42. A group of men were querel 1 ing about something seriously.
Sentences deleted In the final analysis.
APPENDIX IV
ERROR GRAVITY JUDGMENT: POINTS ASSIGNED TO EACH OF 35
QUESTIONNAIRE ITEMS AND RANK ORDER OF
THE INDIVIDUAL ERRORS
The foilowina table shows the ooints assigned to 35 sentences (A), the
rank order of the individual errors (B) and the number of people who
located the error judged in each sentence (C):
Number Label Chinese Native
a r r a r r
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4 Misuse of intra,






























































































































































































HOLISTIC MARKING: MARKING SCHEME
The compositions should be assessed on a SiX-point scale:
Good Average Weak
6 s 4 3 Z i
When awarding a grade, the marker should hold a balance between two
major areas:
FLUENCY 50% ACCURACY 50%
Ask yourself the following
questions:
I. How effectively has the
student performed the
given task?
2. How well has heshe
communicated hisher
ideas?
3. How interesting is this
piece of writing?
4. Does the writing form a
coherent whole?
5. Is the language natural and
appropriate?
Ask yourself the following
questions:






2. What degree of skill
does heshe show in
handling sentence
structures?
3. How correctly are the
words used?
NOTES
I. The students' compositions were written in response to the following
essay topic: You were standing in a long queue at a'bus-stop one
evening. First describe the scene and then.go.afi.to.say.MrtsajLtaopsngd
when it. benan to rain heavily. The length requirement was 300 words.
The students were asked to finish their writinq within a time limit
of 90 minutes.
2. It is important that markers should strictly follow this making
scheme in assessing the students' compositions in order to achieve
standardization in marking.
3. If you have any doubts in the interpretation of the marking scheme at
any point in your marking, you should consult Mr. KlngDr. McKay.
4. In the evaluation of the essays, we are aiming at a high degree of
consistency. To obtain this, markers should adopt a common marking
strategy and react predictably to whatever the students do.
5. You are asked to read each script through carefully, then consider it
holistically (you should not do an accuracy count of any kind). First
decide which of the three main groups a composition belongs to. Is it
average, above average or below average? Once this is decided, then
make a further division and assign one of the two grades within the
group.
6. Essentially, what you are asked to do is to rank the essays in order.
The six sample scripts you have been given attempt to show you what
the ranking will look like in practice. You should not be working to
some private-held notion of an 'absolute' standard.
7. This method requires you to read each essay twice. On the first
reading you should assign the essays to one of the six groupings
(sometimes referred to as the horizontal check); on the second reading
you check the essays in each group to satisfy yourself that they are
truely comparable (the vertical check).
8. It is essential to use all the six points on the scale and assiqn the
SAME number of compositions to POINT ONE and POINT SIX. You are
advised not to match the six points with letter grades. A 6 is not an
A; it is a 6 according to this method.
9. You are asked to avoid giving heavy penalties because an essay is
shorter than the specified length, or because some aspect of the topic
is ignored. Generally you should not penalize more than one grade for
faults of these kinds unless the essay is very short or it Is almost
completely off the topic.
AuDk iji! i x!
hni! S s I l |V!4WK 1 rs.it!' A~»s t t-'Ktl-!'''' 1 i~«f- d I X p ArlU V-
PCs Ay Q 74V T'hP C I V M A qy rPc
civ rnqriprc a prq frs r-rn'k c i v coinnjo qpryn. fc in f prmc nf hfVfh
accuracy ana fluency in the training session. The following shows the
produced six rankings (6= 1st, 5= 2nd,..., 1= 6th).
Tho civ Pnnlich Ipftprc A R P D P- i- oro ucpH f p i pap.r i ft fhp crrintc
C5!} C52 and CS3 are the code numbers for the three Chinese markers, and
NS1, NS2 and M53 for the three Enqlish markers. The official rankinq is
the rank order used to train markers by the Hone Konc Examinations





















































Using the Spearman Rank-Order correlation coefficient, the performance
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Thp rplihi 1 it of pprh mprWpr in fhiQ pti m'v .yop tap-ran hy two
measures: a} the proficiency test scores (an external measure) and b) the
mean of the correlations of a particular marker with all his fellow
markers (an internal measure). The correlations of each marker with the
two measures are as follows:


































1) NS3 produced a performance best of all six markers while MS 1 was the
weakest marker.
2) As a group, the mean p.t. correlations with the English markers and
the Chinese markers were 0.37 and 0.34 respectively. The mean
inter-marker correlation was 0.42 for the English group and 0.43 for
the Chinese group.
3) The marking reliability of both groups was lower than the usual
impression marking correlation range (0.50- 0.70) in Hong Kong.


